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This thesis explores the relationship between first hand experiences of being labelled ‘refugee’ and 
the broader tendencies of framing refugees as a problem for development. We argue that the 
construction of a certain ‘kind of refugee’ has implications not only for the people behind the label, 
but also how hosting societies perceive refugees as an unwelcome burden. The theoretical 
framework of this thesis applies concepts of labelling, stigma, and human agency to explore 
constructions of problems, perceptions, and identity. Guided by reflexive methodology our analysis 
became a dialogue between theory, the empirical world, and ourselves as researchers, emphasising 
the diversity of refugee experiences.  
Firstly, we illustrate how being in the asylum system and being labelled as a refugee has several 
implications for individual and collective identity, but also how people behind the label are 
characterised by resilience and resources. This was based on interviews with nine refugees, of 
which the majority was still in the Danish asylum system upon publication of this work. Secondly, 
based on current debates and four interviews with representatives from key refugee and 
development actors in Denmark we discuss central challenges of refugee advocacy and protection. 
These challenges are linked to the size and complexity of forced migration today, and the tendency 
to frame refugees as an economic burden and a problem for national security.  
Finally, highlighting main potentials and challenges in reframing the refugee burden in terms of 
potentials, resources, and rights, we discuss parallels between developed and developing nations. 
We argue that there is an urgent need and opportunity to include refugees as agents of development, 
both in developing and developed nations.  '
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“Today we stand at a critical juncture in the history of forced displacement and migration – faced 
with multiple emergencies, a 20-year high in the number of forcibly uprooted people, and complex 
mixed-migratory flows that increasingly include perilous sea journeys.” (Guterres 2014: viii) 
We are living in a time of severe human suffering and forced displacement defined by the United 
Nations as the worst refugee crisis since Word War II (information.dk 6/1 2015). This places an 
immense pressure on the international society and the hospitality of refugee receiving nations across 
the world. The growing number of people in search of protection has also affected Denmark, with 
2014 marking a 20-year high for asylum applications (dr.dk 14/ 9 2014).  
The ‘refugee’ as a person is defined as someone who lacks national protection, crossing sovereign 
borders in search of hospitality and protection. Here the frequently used term ‘refugee hosting na-
tions’ illuminates the social and political dynamics of hospitality. Inspired by critical thinker Judith 
Still’s discussion of hospitality, we can explore the implications of the relation between a nation 
state as the ‘host’ and the refugee as the ‘guest’ (Still 2011: 4). This analogy allows us to consider 
the implications for the people labelled as guests in a world with a growing population either de 
facto or de jure fulfilling the role as a guest, excluded from national citizenship, and often locked in 
unequal relations of dependency. Hospitality is by definition a structure that regulates the relation 
between those on the inside and those on the outside. The outsiders can temporality be brought in, 
but the anticipated temporariness also raises the question of what happens to the guest who stays?  
Still (2011) compares the hospitality of today’s immigration practices and the enlightenment era, in 
particular discussing Immanuel Kant’s concept of hospitality as a universal right and a human vir-
tue (Still 2011: 1-4). Inviting the unknown guest inside one’s home is considered a virtue across all 
cultures, but it can also be an invasive and potentially dangerous experience; the guest might feed 
off scarce resources, or be an enemy of the host in disguise. This reflects the public and political 
fear of hosting refugees, who might behave badly, either by failing to fulfil expected duties or by 
directly betraying the host. Still (2011) describes these labels of ungrateful guests as  
the welfare parasite and the terrorist reflecting the construction of the ‘deviant other’ in discourses 
of refugees and asylum (Still 2011: 5-7). Here the virtue and moral obligation of hospitality are 
challenged by political and public discourses, preoccupied with concerns of the collective ‘host’ 
being overwhelmed by large numbers of guests arriving (Still 2011: 9-10).  
! A!
This tendency further reflects how language and the practices of hospitality can turn against the 
guest, focusing on the generosity of the host (Still 2011: 7).  
The image of the guest and the host are widely used in relation to forced migration, but refugees are 
rarely referred to as invited or welcome guests. In Denmark this is clearly evident in the political 
debate discussing how to limit the number of unwanted arrivals. In October 2014 the Social Demo-
cratic spokesperson for immigration referred to refugees as ‘unwanted guests’, a term which evoked 
criticism from other party members who emphasised how refugees might be ‘unexpected’ or ‘unin-
vited’ guests, but never unwanted (tv2.dk 16/ 10 2014). The construction of the ‘unwanted guest’ 
reflects increased border control and restrictions on legal methods of entering Europe to seek asy-
lum. The ‘unexpected’ or ‘uninvited’ further paints a picture of those arriving on Europe’s doorstep 
without permission, in irregular and unpredictable ways. The reluctance of hosting nations to accept 
what is perceived as unsustainable numbers of refugees and economic immigrants has affected how 
people in search of hospitality and protection increasingly make use of human smugglers, a danger-
ous and costly affair, which often criminalises those in search of protection (Zetter 2007: 186). 
Roger Zetter, the founding editor of The Journal of Refugee Studies, has described how Western 
states’ desire to manage migration has led to a proliferation of new ‘refugee’ labels. A labelling 
process seeking to separate the ‘genuine refugees’ from ‘illegitimate’ or ‘illegal’ asylum seekers is 
a way to categorise those with legitimate claims and need of assistance from ‘the others’ (Zetter 
2007: 181-83).  
The language used to described the irregular nature of forced migration movements often adopts 
metaphors of threat and natural disasters such as stream, flows, or masses of people threatening to 
swamp the hosting communities (Grove & Zwi 2006: 1934). A quick glance at Danish news echoes 
this threatening language“Refugee flow to Denmark explodes - highest in 20 years” (tv2.dk 17/ 9 
2014); “Refugees flows through Italy towards Denmark” (tv2.dk 29/ 9 2014); “The number of ref-
ugees who are currently streaming into Europe” (dr.dk 19/ 9 2014).  
The politics of labelling illustrates how language is a critical element of hospitality. The way we 
label results in clear-cut divides, separating the welcome guests from the unwelcome. It has there-
fore developed into an issue of definition, how we frame forced migration in terms of obligations to 
protect or as a danger and a burden we need to protect ourselves from. 
Still (2011) describes how representations of the guest as a parasite date back to literature in the 18th 
century. This image depicts the aspect of the temporality indicated in hospitality as well as the une-
qual relation of reciprocity, often existing between a host and a guest (Still 2011: 5-7).  
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While it is possible to imagine a permanent guest, it is contradictory in its nature (Still 2011: 4). 
Refugees are often in a position of temporariness – locked in an insecure time and space. Tempo-
rary protection often comes with hosting nations’ desire to send the ‘guest’ home when possible. To 
ensure that the guest can be returned, refugees often live in a stagnant legal vacuum for years. We 
saw this in Denmark in the 1990s with refugees from the Balkan nations, and again recently with 
the temporary protection reintroduced, due to the pressure of Syrians seeking asylum (Infor-
mation.dk 11/10 2014).  
Despite Western nations’ fear of being ‘flooded’ with refugees from less developed regions, it is in 
fact the less prosperous regions carrying the heaviest burden of forced displacement (UNHCR 
2014a: 2). Hosting refugees is not without social and economic costs. We clearly have to address 
how to limit the burden of hosting nations to mitigate the consequences for the economy, stability, 
and social cohesion that vast populations of forcibly displaced people pose. Refugees are therefore 
more often than not perceived as a burden in developed and developing nations (Nyberg Sørensen 
et al. 2003: 15). But what happens when we move beyond the apparent costs and instead explore the 
potentials of people behind the refugee label? The refugee category encompasses a diverse part of 
the world’s population, and behind the popularised image of a helpless victim, we may find people 
who can contribute to the host society, both in developed and less developed regions of the world.  
By staring too hard at the potential danger and burden of hosting refugees we may forget that the 
guests might turn out to be productive members of our society and economy.  
The resource-burden question and the construction of refugees as a threat transcend the divide be-
tween developed and developing nations. Therefore we must look beyond the refugee label to dis-
cover the diversity of the people behind the label. When critically challenging the stereotypical per-
ceptions of a refugee it becomes crucial not only to look at those who label but also at those who 
are labelled. What are the implications of being labelled as an unwelcome guest or a burden? Who 
are these strangers calling for our hospitality? We see them through images of suffering and war, in 
stories in the media portraying how refugees are about to start a new life in Denmark and we hear 
about how many are losing their lives on their way to Europe. Yet their voices often remain distant, 
or disappear in over-generalised images. When we do not hear the stories and voices of the people 
behind the label, the construction of the unwelcome guest may prevail. We may feel sympathy or 
pity for the victims of war, but without knowing their individual stories and aspirations we fail to 
look at these ‘strangers’ as people with knowledge, resources, and potential.  
We will explore these questions, concerns and interests through the following problem formulation: 
! 1!
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What is behind the label of refugees in Denmark? And how does this relate to the general issue of 
turning the refugee burden into a resource in developed as well as developing nations? 
 
()/',KNHAHBHDA'DN'$KCLO''
Definition of the ‘Refugee’   
Academic studies offer a wide range of terms and labels to describe the complexities, motivations, 
and status of forcibly displaced people and those seeking refugee protection. One must therefore be 
explicit about the understanding and use of terminology. There is no academic consensus on wheth-
er studies should apply a narrow legal definition of refugees or define refugees in broader terms. 
The legal protection status of the refugee convention, restricted to individuals with a well-founded 
fear of persecution, is often expanded to include people with other forms of refugee protection and 
de facto refugee situations (Betts & Loescher 2011: 2). We adopt a broad understanding of the term 
refugee including people in refugee situations with and without a legal status. As eloquently 
phrased by Harell-Bond and Voutira “People are refugees from the moment they are forced to flee 
their country but from the viewpoint of the host country they are seeking asylum.” (Harell-Bond & 
Voutira 2007: 288). This understanding of refugee reflects the broader definition used in this thesis. 
We consider this definition more inclusive of people de facto experiencing refugee situations, also 
since the process of gaining the legal status are subject to a struggle and a more or less fair legal 
process. We argue that the term asylum seeker does not reflect the neutrality or objectivity that bu-
reaucratic and legal use of the word might imply.   
We will use additional terms such as forced migration, and forcibly displaced, when referring to 
broader categories of people. Terms such as ‘irregular migrant’ or ‘genuine refugee’ will only be 
used when referring to discourses and language examined. Some could argue that by rejecting the 
use of these terms we are naïve to the actual issues of people seeking refugee status who do not 
qualify for legal protection and perhaps abuse the system. While this awareness is important, we 
must not indulge the terminology of political agendas that seek to discredit large groups of people 
migrating for diverse reasons.  
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Definition of Developed and Developing Nations  
In our problem formulation we use the term developed and developing nations to reflect the cross-
cutting field of refugee and development studies and differences between the most and least pros-
perous regions of the world. Every label comes with its own limitations and there is not an objective 
way to divide the world even for descriptive purposes. This calls for an awareness of the terms we 
use. Nevertheless we use these commonly used terms for descriptive purposes in combination with 
the terms global North and global South. The North-South term is used when further indicating dif-
ferent power dynamics and economic aspects of refugee ‘producing’ and refugee hosting nations. 
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To understand the experiences amongst refugees and the major challenges related to reframing the 
refugee burden, we have to explore the context in which our knowledge is produced. Therefore this 
chapter seeks to provide the reader with a fundamental understanding of the topicality and context 
of our field of study. The aim is to contextualise the dynamics of the global refugee crisis in regards 
to how it influences the way issues of forced migration are addressed in hosting nations. Due to the 
growing size of displaced populations crossing national borders in search of protection, the con-
cerns amongst refugee hosting nations are growing. Both in developed as well as developing na-
tions, economic, cultural and security concerns affect the way durable solutions are addressed. This 
also challenges the protection of refugees’ rights with a deterioration of the international protection 
regime.  
/)('$QK'*ABKCAMBHDAMJ'+KNFRKK'8CDBKGBHDA'+KRHLK'
The right to cross international borders and to seek asylum was constituted in article 14 in The Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) while the legal definition of a refugee was defined in 
the 1951 Refugee Convention. Following the mass displacement of World War II the Refugee Con-
vention developed as a European framework. The Eurocentric focus was challenged by major con-
flicts in other parts of the world, and the development of regional protection frameworks in Africa 
and Central America (Betts & Loescher 2010: 2, 8). The 1967 Protocol of the convention was 
therefore included to establish a universal protection framework. The Refugee Convention seeks to 
ensure that no person seeking asylum is expelled, penalised, or returned to persecution (Goodwin-
Gill 2014: 37). To promote the rights of refugees the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) was established in 1950 with both a general and universal function concerning ref-
ugee protection (Goodwin-Gill 2014: 38). UNHCR’s mandate is embedded in international law and 
international treaties, describing states’ obligations to cooperate with the High Commissioner and 
his office to protect the rights of refugees (UNHCR 2013a: 2). UNHCR is humanitarian, social and 
non-political in its core mandate to protect and assist refugees and the later included broader catego-
ries of forcibly displaced people (IDPs), lacking protection of their own countries (UNHCR 2013a: 
3). With the highest number of refugees and IDPs the world has seen since World War II the role of 
UNHCR to ensure states’ responsibilities to follow international treaties and laws to protect refu-
gees is under pressure (unhcr.org 20/6 2014).  
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Today more than 51 million people are forcibly displaced as a result of conflict, persecution, gener-
alised violence or human rights violations. UNHCR data from 2013 estimates that the overall num-
ber includes around 16.7 million refugees, over 33 million IDPs and close to 1.2 million asylum 
seekers1 (UNHCR 2014a: 5). The on-going crisis in Syria, Sudan, Iraq and the Central African Re-
public are the reason behind the historical high numbers of refugees (Danish Institute for Human 
Rights 2015: 10). The vast majority of refugees are hosted in developing countries, which according 
to UNHCR represent 86 percent of the world’s refugees. Due to the conflict in Syria creating mass 
refugee populations, the neighbouring countries of Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan are now amongst 
the major refugee-hosting nations in the world (UNHCR 2014a: 2). 
Despite the fact that the majority of refugees and IDPs continues to remain in developing regions2 
the proportion of asylum seekers registered in developed countries has also increased due to contin-
uous conflicts and in particular the situation in Syria. The number of asylum seekers registered in 
2014 was close to the all-time high of 1992 where almost 900.000 asylum applications were record-
ed in developed countries (UNHCR 2014c: 7).  
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The growing number of mixed-migratory groups entering Europe through irregular channels has 
fuelled the desire of European states to align their immigration and asylum polices and practices. 
Border restrictions and increased control have mainly resulted in a tightening of legal and safe ways 
of entering Europe, forcing people seeking asylum to take more dangerous routes across the Medi-
terranean Sea. This lack of regular entry has fuelled the human smuggling industry, transporting 
people on overcrowded and unsafe vessels. This way of entering Europe is defined as irregular or 
even illegal (The Global Initiative 2014: 1-3). The regional conflicts in North Africa and the Middle 
East have contributed to increases in these perilous sea journeys, particularly by people entitled to 
international protection (The Global Initiative 2014: 3). The increase of irregular and complex mi-
gratory movements has together with governments’ desire to control borders complicated access to 
asylum and protection (UNHCR 2012: 10).  
UNHCR has criticised the limited possibilities for refugees to find protection due to inadequate 
reception conditions, restrictive border practices, barriers to family reunification, backlogs in asy-
lum procedures and excessive use of detention (UNHCR 2014b: 18). Furthermore, the lack of a 
united refugee strategy between host countries, donor countries and countries of origin further 
points to the challenges of finding durable solutions to deal with the refugee crisis (UNHCR 2012: !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"!.IJKJ!LMJ!NIJ!OPMMJQN!LRLSTLUTJ!VSWPMJK#!-Q!PXYLNJY!VSWPMJ!VMZ[!,057%!ZQ!WTZULT!VZMOJY!YSKXTLOJ[JQN!\STT!VSMKN!UJ!LRLSTLUTJ!SQ!]PQJ!2="B^!ZQ!NIJ!MJTJLKJ!ZV!NIJ!6TZULT!.MJQYK!%JXZMN!2="A#!2!.IJ!RLKN![L_ZMSN`!ZV!MJVPWJJK!LMJ!IZKNJY!SQ!YJRJTZXSQW!OZPQNMSJK^!\ISOI!LOOZMYSQW!NZ!,057%!MJXMJKJQN!81!XJM!OJQN!ZV!NIJ!\ZMTY@K!MJVPWJJK 
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2).The international protection regime is furthermore challenged by refugee hosting nations’ preoc-
cupation with security matters, related to terrorism, international crime and infectious diseases 
(Hammerstad 2014: 274-75) as well as economic welfare and social cohesion (Nyberg-Sørensen 
2012: 63, 66). Unclear migrant categories such as ‘illegal asylum seekers’, ‘illegal migrants’, ‘eco-
nomic refugees’ or ‘illegal refugees’ have furthermore contributed to criminalise large groups of 
people (Nyberg-Sørensen 21/1 2015). Fears of asylum seekers and terrorism, in the post 9-11 cli-
mate, have furthermore privileged national security over legal obligations in the international pro-
tection regime (Hammerstad 2011: 250-51).  
The economic crisis is also a central element of the global rise of hostility towards migrants due to 
concerns related to the cost of welfare services and competition for employment. This has fuelled 
the debate of refugees’ obligation to return ‘home’ and reluctance to accept higher numbers of asy-
lum applicants (Long 2014: 485).   
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The global trends of increased displacement have also affected the number of asylum applicants in 
Denmark with an exponential rise from 5.115 applications in 2010 to 14.792 in 2014 (Jusititsminis-
teriet et al. 2015: 4). The current pressure of increased asylum applicants has led to recent regula-
tions of the immigration system, which was met with criticism by human rights organisations and 
the UN (Danish Institute for Human Rights 2015: 23). Danish immigration law is obliged to follow 
the 1951 Refugee Convention and international human rights law, but the application of the legal 
norms is adapted to a domestic legal framework. People seeking asylum in Denmark can gain refu-
gee protection in three ways. If it can be documented that they have a well-founded fear of being 
individually persecuted they can be granted convention status as defined in the Refugee Conven-
tion. Individuals who cannot be granted asylum on these grounds may gain asylum under the pro-
tected status providing a broader protection framework for people or groups that have a well found-
ed fear of facing torture or inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment (nyidanmark.dk, a).  
 
In February 2015 a bill on temporary protected status for asylum seekers was passed by the Danish 
Parliament, making it possible to grant certain people a limited protected status for an initial period 
of one year (Danish Institute for Human Rights 2015: 23). For individuals granted temporary pro-
tected status, reunifying with their families is limited since they cannot apply for family reunifica-
tion during their first year of residence (nyidanmark.dk, a). The bill have been met with criticism 
and concern from the UN and human rights organisations which emphasise the inhumane aspects of 
denying families the opportunity to reunify for a whole year (Danish Institute for Human Rights 
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2015: 23). In comparison to countries such as Australia which have restrictive policies of mandato-
ry detention under harsh conditions for adults as well as children (UNHCR 2013b: 1-3) the Danish 
asylum system is characterised by very different settings. People seeking asylum in Denmark are 
predominantly living in open reception centres with access to selected forms of educational and 
recreational activities. At most centres the Danish Red Cross is in charge of the daily management 
and initial integration process. However the services available for people in a normal asylum proce-
dure are limited for the group of rejected asylum seekers unable or unwilling to return to their coun-
try of origin (nyidamark.dk, b). 
This chapter has introduced key aspects of the context in which we have conducted our study. Here 
the volume, scale and scope of the current refugee crisis, further complicated by mixed-migratory 
movements, challenges the hospitality of refugee hosting nations. Various concerns of security and 
the social and economic impact of large influxes of migrants and refugees affect the way in which 
the international protection framework is implemented regionally. This both affects the possibility 
of gaining protection as a refugee and the way durable solutions are addressed.  
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This chapter provides a state-of-the-art overview of current debates within refugee and forced mi-
gration studies. We summarise some of the key developments and issues, focusing on the emer-
gence and utility of the concept ‘refugee’. The study of refugees is a multidisciplinary field trans-
cending academic disciplines with a myriad of research publications related to refugees and forced 
migration. Given the extensive body of knowledge that exists on the subject of refugees within a 
large number of academic disciplines our aim is not to provide a comprehensive overview of the 
field of study. Instead we will focus on some of the central aspects and challenges in research seek-
ing to understand the political, social and methodological implications of the refugee label. First, we 
briefly describe our initial research process and discuss the selection criteria for the published work 
included in this state-of-the-art overview. Second, we summarise the emergence and development 
of refugee studies to provide the context in which we, in the third section, explore some of the key 
challenges and gaps in contemporary research. In the fourth, and final section we argue for the rele-
vance of further studies including refugees as active voices in research and point towards potentials 
for further research.  
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At the initial stages of a research project we have to explore and reflect on the body of existing 
knowledge to understand central themes in the field we seek to investigate. In this process we stud-
ied a comprehensive body of scholarly articles, empirical reports and news articles related to caus-
es, consequences and solutions of forced displacement. Since the previous chapter presented issues, 
identified as key contextual aspects of the current refugee crisis, this chapter will only focus on the 
conceptual debates within academic refugee research. 
We have selected the academic contributions on the basis of their significance to the development 
of concepts and debates related to refugee labelling. Here prominent scholarly contributions such as 
Roger Zetter’s conceptual work on refugee labelling (1991, 2007) and Lisa Malkki’s influential 
critique of the construction of ‘refugeeness’ (1995, 1996) have inspired the approach of this study 
and guided our search for further research within this field. By cross-referencing the most prevail-
ing concepts and cited papers in more than 40 scholarly articles we identified key concerns and de-
bates. The majority of the contributions identified led us back to work published in the Journal of 
Refugee Studies (1991-2014), while other journals within the field of anthropology, sociology and 
political science also contributed with essential knowledge.  
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Since theoretical concepts never appear in a vacuum of time and space the context in which con-
cepts are developed and applied has to be considered as well. The body of work explored therefore 
consists of studies conducted in various settings in developing countries, as well as in a range of 
Western countries such as Australia, England and Denmark.  
Furthermore, the publication The Power of Labelling (Moncrieffe & Eyben eds. 2007) offered cen-
tral contributions related to labelling within development policy with contributions by scholars such 
as Geof Wood (1985, 2007) and labelling of refugees in developing countries by Jaideep Gupte & 
Lyla Mehta (2007). Finally, the publication The Oxford Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migrati-
on Studies (2014) provided a comprehensive state-of-the-art overview of the history, evolution and 
challenges of the discipline with contributions of prominent refugee, migration and development 
scholars.  
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Refugee and forced migration studies have contributed significantly to making the human conse-
quences of conflict and displacement visible, and directly affected policies related to durable solu-
tions and the management of displacement (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al. 2014: 15-16). Furthermore 
studies of statelessness, and the refugee as someone without a nation and the rights of citizens, have 
in particular contributed to our understanding of the value and moral boundaries of citizenship and 
state practices of exclusion (Gibney 2014: 53-55). The interest in forced displacement in literature 
dates back prior to the development of refugee studies (Black 2001: 57). In particular the renowned 
work of Hannah Arendt on human rights and the nation state continues to inspire scholars within 
this field (Gibney 2014: 54). 
The expanding academic study of refugees has coincided with the institutional development of po-
lices and practices addressing issues of forced displacement. The concept and category of the ‘refu-
gee’ as we know it today emerged, according to Malkki, as an object of social-scientific knowledge 
with the management and control of mass displacement in the refugee camps during World War II 
(Malkki 1995: 497-98). In the post war era refugees shifted from primarily being considered a mili-
tary problem, to becoming a humanitarian problem (Malkki 1995: 500). The 1980s marked the be-
ginning of refugee studies as an influential academic discipline, with the establishment of refugee 
research institutions, such as the Refugee Studies Program at University of Oxford (1982) and the 
Journal of Refugee Studies (1988). Research conducted in refugee camps in developing countries 
characterised much of the early work, while new geographic, political and global patterns came to 
define what Castells & Miller describe as the “age of migration” (Castles & Miller 2009). The evo-
lution from refugee studies to forced migrations studies indicates the inclusion of broader categories 
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of forced displacement as a response to the growing scope, scale and complexity of forced migra-
tion (Elie 2014: 28). This acts to create a better platform for including various forms of forced mi-
grants who flee for reasons not recognised by international refugee law (Castles & Miller 2009: 
188). The expansion of new approaches, and inclusion of broader migratory categories, brings new 
opportunities for cross-disciplinary research. Yet the new approach often closely related to policy 
work, may pose new challenges of excluding certain issues or groups of people. This calls for re-
search that continues to critically question how policies as well as research projects adopt or con-
struct certain labels and categories.  
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When examining issues of forced migration it is important to understand that the expansion of the 
academic field of refugee studies not only brings legitimacy to the research, but also becomes part 
of constructing and reproducing the category of the ‘refugee’ as a particular “’kind’ of person” 
(Malkki 1995: 510-11). By adopting the categories and labels used in policy the danger is to forget 
that these categories are neither neutral nor a-historical. Therefore a core argument of much critical 
research is the understanding of labels as social constructions, produced and reproduced within a 
socio-political and historical context (Malkki 1995, Zetter 2007, Moncrieffe & Eyben eds. 2007).  
Since much of the research on refugees has been conducted in refugee camps and insecure humani-
tarian situations in the global South, many researchers embrace a normative imperative, that not 
only considers how to conduct rigorous academic research, but that also ensures policy relevance as 
a tool for advocacy aiming to reduce the suffering amongst refugees (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al. 2014: 
2-3, Bakewell 2008: 434). In comparison to non-humanitarian fields, the number of studies that do 
not include policy recommendations for governments, NGOs, or UN institutions, are considerably 
lower (Jacobsen & Landau 2003: 185). This policy orientation in refugee studies has, despite its 
merits, been criticised as a principal weakness in refugee studies by several scholars, considering 
the uncritical use or dependency on policy definitions such as ‘IDP’, ‘asylum seeker’, and ‘refugee’ 
(Malkki 1995: 506, Black 2001: 58). Bakewell argues that the search for policy relevance has en-
couraged researchers to take the categories, concepts, and priorities of policymakers as their initial 
frame of reference for identifying the area of research.  
This privileges the worldview of the policymakers, while leaving large groups of forced migrants 
invisible or excluded in both research and policy (Bakewell 2008: 432, Gupte & Mehta 2007: 75). 
Furthermore, a lack of consistent distinction between categories of policy and categories of analysis 
is widely seen as a major flaw in refugee studies (Bakewell 2008: 433).  
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Research on the history of the refugee regime highlights numerous examples of how humanitarian 
discourses and interventions often result in unintended consequences such as depoliticization, de-
contextualisation and stigmatisation of the people labelled (Malkki 1995, 1996, Zetter 1991, 2007). 
The construction of the refugee in research as a “’kind’ of person” (Malkki 1995: 513) conceals the 
diversity, resources and resilience amongst the groups labelled (Gupte & Mehta 2007: 64-65).  
The issue of categorisation is a key concern in much refugee literature critical to studies in which 
certain problems or experiences are assumed to be a commonality amongst diverse groups of refu-
gees (Bakewell 2008: 449). Research seeking to understand and describe refugees may become 
blind to the people behind the label, too narrowly focused on the refugee commonality rather than 
exploring the similarity to other groups in society. The cross-disciplinary field of refugee and forced 
migrations studies both illustrate how the issues of displacement transcend academic disciplines and 
political concerns. Yet we have to consider if the discipline has a purpose as a distinct field within 
social sciences, or merely could become part of migration studies or more broadly should be ad-
dressed as people studies (Black 2001: 62).  
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In a contemporary context it is worth considering what role humanitarian discourse plays in the 
reproduction of ‘refugeeness’ since human mobility and development approaches have changed 
significantly since Malkki’s influential work (Malkki 1995, 1996). Zetter revisits his concept of 
labelling for the same reason arguing that the 'convenient images' of refugees labelled within a hu-
manitarian discourse in the past, have been replaced with an institutional fractioning of the label. A 
process led by governments’ desire to manage globalised processes of mixed-migratory movements 
is much more complex than in the past (Zetter 2007: 172-74). The core argument of Zetter’s paper 
is that the changing and complex nature of refugee studies calls for further research under “radical-
ly different conditions” but argues for the utility of the analytical concept of the refugee label, re-
conceptualised in a new context (Zetter 2007: 172). 
In a climate of increased hostility and migration-control the position and personal experiences of 
people seeking refugee protection vis-à-vis immigrants have become highly topical to examine.  
The academic interest in migrant hostile sentiments and discourses is widespread, whilst less atten-
tion is given to the implications or unintended consequences of refugee advocacy. A core argument 
in a study by Pupavac (2008) is to stress how refugee advocates in efforts to promote refugee rights 
become part of constructing the ‘refugee’ as victimised and as non-political, deserving sympathy 
rather than political solidarity (Pupavac 2008: 284).  
The political identity, resilience and agency of people labelled ‘refugee’ thus appear as a central 
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concern for further research. As Bakewell (2008) argues most researchers conducting research 
amongst refugees will take it as a given that the people they study “are active agents rather than 
passive objects”. Yet these notions rarely extend to refugees’ self-definition (Bakewell 2008: 440). 
In comparison to the vast amount of literature on refugee issues, we did not find studies in which 
the concept of human agency, although briefly addressed in a range of studies, became fully uti-
lised. The potential of studies exploring the “the dynamic nature of identity” (Zetter 1991: 39) and 
the labelling and self-labelling amongst groups of refugees should thus be addressed further. Due to 
the precarious situation of most refugee populations, researchers will often focus on the negative 
implications of the refugee experiences.  
To contest over-generalised categories and explore the diversity of experiences and resources 
amongst people in refugee situations, we emphasise the need for engaging in research providing a 
space for personal accounts, individual potentials and positive notions of agency. 
Furthermore the implications of refugee advocacy in a context of mass migration draws attention to 
the need for further critical academic reflection on what consequences these sympathetic, but gen-
eralized representations have for the people labelled as well as the identification with refugees in 
hosting societies. 
The refugee as a concept for scientific research and policy intervention has developed and expanded 
for more than 50 years, creating the refugee regime. The refugee regime has constructed the catego-
ry of refugees as a group of people that can now be classified and approached on the basis of refu-
gee commonality rather than looking at their underlying individual diversities (Malkki 1995: 506, 
513, Bakewell 2008: 439). The production of knowledge and influence on refugee policy demands 
critical self-reflection and continually calls into question the understandings and terms ‘taken for 
granted’ in refugee discourse and practice (Malkki 1995: 516). Much research is conducted in the 
field of refugee categorisation, but more research is needed that would focus on refugees’ agency 
and the personal accounts of refugees in order to explore how generalised labelling and representa-
tions are adopted, challenged or changed by refugees in the contemporary interplay between politi-
cized fragmented refugee labels and depoliticized humanitarian representations.  
Highlighting some of the challenges to academic studies of refugees, we argue that further research 
is needed, that gives a direct voice to the people in refugee situations to explore more dimensions of 
refugee agency, resilience and resources.  
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This chapter presents the theoretical concepts that constitute the theoretical framework of this the-
sis. Since our aim is to contribute to the field of refugee and development studies, it is appropriate 
to review existing theoretical concepts and terms which have been applied to this field of study. The 
focus will not be to clarify the full theoretical apparatus that exists within the field of refugee stud-
ies. The aim of the following chapter is, on the contrary, to contextualise selected theoretical under-
standings within the frame and focus of this thesis. The chapter introduces relevant theoretical con-
cepts and understandings of major scholars related to the concepts of labelling, stigma, social iden-
tity, othering and agency.  
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When seeking to explore the experiences of the people behind the refugee label, it is essential to 
consider the diverse implications of labels. The concept of labelling as described by Moncrieffe 
(2007) highlights how processes of labelling are social constructions often depicting a dominant 
understanding of a certain ‘kind of people’. While labels may appear natural or neutral, they repre-
sent constructions created in a particular context, often for political or bureaucratic purposes. In 
everyday life, labels help us to define our social order, in which we can relate to each other and un-
derstand and signal our differences. Labels are often assigned to us by the society we live in, but 
they are not static or unchangeable. Therefore a label that is not experienced as compliant with our 
self-perception is often disclaimed at an individual level (Moncrieffe 2007: 1, 7). In this way labels 
can be addressed analytically both from an institutional and individual level, and as a dual process 
between institutional labelling and life-world labelling. To comprehend the function and potential 
consequences of labelling, we have to see “the political in the apparently non-political” as elo-
quently phrased by Geof Wood (Wood 1985: 348). Moncrieffe further discusses this notion within 
studies of development policy, to stress the importance of addressing the power relations of label-
ling and framing when looking at how people are categorised (Moncrieffe 2007: 1).  
There is a clear correlation between labelling and framing, yet an important distinction is important 
to make as well. The basic definition of the concept ‘framing’ refers to how we understand some-
thing to be a problem. It is mostly through political discourses and debates that these problems be-
come clear. The definition of ‘labels’ refers to how people are categorised either by themselves or 
by others. Labels are thus created as a reflection of the frames that exist in the public or political 
debate and discourse; frames that are determined by either social or official norms in a society 
(Moncrieffe 2007: 2). 
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The power dimension of labelling and framing can be addressed in two ways. First, as the power 
struggle that exist between different actors seeking to influence which labels should dominate the 
discourse and become adopted in policy. Second, and in relation to the first dimension, we explore 
how the power of these labels and frames influences how a certain issue in society is addressed. 
Labels and frames are effective tools in the field of international development. They can help iden-
tify people’s needs and thus be crucial for determining the rights and claims that a given group of 
people or individuals should benefit from. The distribution of social, political and economic power 
is therefore closely connected to framing and labelling processes. Labels and frames are thus pow-
erful tools to construct convenient images serving a certain agenda (Moncrieffe 2007: 1).  
Zetter’s conceptual framework of refugee labelling addresses this issue as a formation, transfor-
mation and politicization of the refugee label (Zetter 2007:172). He highlights how the refugee label 
has become fragmented and politicized due to the increasing number of refugees and migrants ar-
riving at the borders of Europe. He describes the change from refugees as a phenomenon restricted 
to the developing part of the world, towards a growing concern amongst governments in the global 
North. This transformation has created a politicized and fragmented refugee label, creating new 
categories with less access to rights (Zetter 2007: 175).  
Moncrieffe highlights how labels in some contexts are effective tools of power, which can be used 
to gain political space and secure claims, while in other contexts they can also exclude people from 
gaining rights and lead to stigmatisation (Moncrieffe 2007: 3). The dimension of exclusion related 
to labelling refugees is described by Gupte and Mehta, who criticise the lack of attention focused on 
internally displaced populations often sharing the same characteristics as people labelled refugees, 
but without the same access to rights (Gupte and Mehta 2007: 69). Gupte and Mehta further devel-
op their argument about the disjuncture in refugee labelling, also related to the disjuncture between 
the self-perception that forced migrants have and the way that policy frameworks labels them 
(Gupte and Mehta 2007: 75).  
Labels are often simplified for political or practical reasons because they seek to create a convenient 
image, which reduces the complexity they refer to (Gupte & Mehta 2007: 66). A top-down ap-
proach in the construction of labels often results in generalised categorisations that lack the ability 
to embrace the diversity within a categorised group of people, which can lead to people trying to 
reject the category they are placed within (Gupte & Mehta 2007: 70). Furthermore, top-down label-
ling de-emphasises the importance of individual and social capacities, which results in labels that do 
not reflect the reality or the people behind the label. As Gupte and Mehta argue: “(…) the labelled 
are forgotten in favour of the label itself” (Gupte & Mehta 2007: 72).  
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This relates to how labels can stigmatise and contribute to a decontextualising of suffering and ne-
glecting personal understandings, and cultural factors (Gupte & Mehta 2007: 64- 65). In this way, 
the refugee label may have serious implications for the diverse group of people placed within this 
category, concealing the individual capacities and historicity:  
“Refugees do not appear out of a historical vacuum lacking in social networks, skills and experi-
ence, and they are not necessarily groups of traumatized people whose social norms have disinte-
grated. Neither do they form uniform groups, with each family and each individual being shaped by 
different opportunities, experiences and capacities.” (Gupte & Mehta 2007: 71)  
Labelling is a diverse and contested process, that brings with it intended as well as unintended con-
sequences for the people labelled. The refugee label can, as Zetter argues, be understood as highly 
political and fragmented (Zetter 2007: 175). To fully understand the possible implications of being 
labelled as a refugee we have to explore relation between labels, stigma and identity.  
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This section seeks to clarify the importance of Erving Goffman’s conceptual apparatus of stigma 
and social identity. These concepts are highly relevant for our further analysis of how refugees cope 
with their social identity and the possible stigma imposed on them. Furthermore, the theoretical 
understanding of why certain attributes are degrading is relevant when investigating the influence 
and consequences of being labelled as refugees and how it affects the social identity of the people 
that seek asylum. Goffman’s theory looks into the consequences of categorisation and stigmatisa-
tion and contributes to the understanding of how stigmatised individuals cope with their stigmata.  
Goffman defines social identity as a term that tells us something about a person’s personal attrib-
utes. A person’s social identity is furthermore able to tell us the structural information about the 
person we meet, such as his or her occupation. Different social identities lead to different anticipa-
tions. The anticipations that we meet strangers with, then transform into normative expectations and 
demands (Goffman 1963: 12). Goffman makes a clear distinction between what he defines as virtu-
al social identity and actual social identity. Virtual social identity refers to the demands and under-
standing we impute on people before knowing their actual social identity. The actual social identity 
refers to the attributes that a given person actually possesses. It is the personal attributes that a per-
son possesses that define whether they are different from others or if they belong to a certain cate-
gorisation (Goffman 1963: 12). Not all undesirable attributes fall, however, into the categorisation 
of being discredited, as Goffman frames it.  
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It is only those attributes that are incompatible with the stereotypical understanding of what consti-
tute a ‘normal’ individual or ‘normal’ behaviour that are discredited and stigmatised. It is thus the 
relationship between attributes and stereotypes that define stigma.  
Goffman operates with three distinct types of stigma. The first refers to the “physical deformities” 
that expose a stigma. The second refers to “blemishes of the individual character” such as dishon-
esty, domineering or unnatural passions, or a weak will. The third type of stigma is defined as 
“tribal stigma”, which refers to race, nationality, and religion (Goffman 1963: 13-14). All three 
forms of stigma separate ‘normal people’ from the ‘deviant other’ and present the underlying as-
sumptions related to perceptions of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Here the concept of othering offers further di-
mensions to the theoretical understanding of labelling of refugees.  
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Othering allow us to further explore the social dynamics of how stigmatised individuals relate to 
others as well as how those enforcing these stigma can be stigmatised as well. Othering refers to 
how people seeking to reinforce notions of their own ‘normality’ distance and stigmatise others and 
tend to “set up the difference of others as a point of deviance” (Grove & Zwi 2006: 1933). 
Refugees are often positioned as ‘the other’ in contrast to the citizens in refugee hosting societies 
(Grove & Zwi 2006: 1931). Natalie Grove and Anthony Zwi describe how people when placed 
within a group being ‘othered’ often experience disempowerment, marginalisation, and social ex-
clusion, similar to the process of stigmatisation. This results in a separate definition of ‘us’ and 
‘them’ that complicates refugees’ experiences of belonging. With dominating discourses in media 
and political debates influenced by perceptions of the deviant ‘refugee others’ these stigmata affect 
how refugees are perceived as well as how they perceive themselves (Grove & Zwi 2006: 1934). 
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When examining the theoretical concepts of labelling, stigma, and othering it is crucial to move 
beyond these concepts and examine the human agency and actual social identity of individuals in 
refugee situations. When studying the significance of human agency, Anthony Giddens’ theoretical 
contributions are highly relevant to apply to this field of study. The agency-structure dualism must 
according to Giddens be exceeded to understand that structures are both a means and a result of 
human agency (Kaspersen 2001: 18). Human agency refers to the actions caused by “an agent’s 
reflexive monitoring of his intentions” (Giddens 1976: 84). The social world is thus constituted and 
reproduced by creative, knowledgeable acting individuals that decide their own conduct as well as 
acting upon responses offered by others (Giddens 1976: 72). The power of human agency should 
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not be neglected as individuals posses the power to decide whether to intervene or not (Kaspersen 
2001: 63). Giddens furthermore stresses that to explicate agency two elements must be studied: 1) 
practical consciousness and 2) contextuality of action (Giddens 1987: 98). When looking at these 
two elements they contribute to make sense of our actions where our knowledge is determining our 
behaviour, how we act and why we act. Giddens argues that human agency and actions are thus 
determined by our practical consciousness and the knowledgeability expressed in the practice of 
everyday life routines (Giddens 1987: 63-64). Giddens’ understanding of agency contributes with 
an important dimension to our theoretical framework enabling us to focus on diverse aspects of 
agency, instead of letting the generalised refugee ‘persona’ conceal the individual scope of action.  
 
This chapter has presented the concepts of labelling, stigma, social identity, othering and agency 
that constitute the theoretical framework of our thesis. By focusing on selected parts of comprehen-
sive theoretical apparatuses, there are certain theoretical aspects and clarifications left out. This re-
flects an approach that facilitates an open understanding in which the theoretical framework be-
comes part of a reflexive dialogue with our empirical findings.   
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When conducting research focusing on people claiming refugee status as well as the contested label 
‘refugee’ it is crucial not merely to reproduce the language and labels of policy makers and refugee 
agencies, but also to reflect on the construction and implications of these labels and frames. 
Through a constructivist approach we seek to challenge what is taken for granted and to remain 
open and reflexive to the field and the people that we are studying. This chapter introduces the epis-
temological foundation guiding our methodological approach in regards to qualitative methods, and 
the process of coding our empirical findings. The study of refugees is generally characterised by 
precarious situations, therefore it is important to identify and address ethical and methodological 
challenges. Rather than merely writing about refugees, we are motivated by a normative aspiration 
to give voice to people in refugee situations. This demands awareness of the challenges this consti-
tutes and hence will be discussed in relation to general considerations of the validity and reliability 
of our approach.   
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Understanding phenomena such as language and categories as socially constructed, allows research 
to challenge the way we understand reality. Reality and knowledge is hereby understood as socially 
constructed and determined by social contexts and processes (Berger & Luckmann 1966: 15). The 
social constructivists Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann argue that the social world and every-
day life are filled with ‘objectivations’ where meanings, understandings, and social practices, such 
as signs and language, appear permanent and unchangeable (Berger & Luckmann 1966: 49-51). The 
objectivation of language has the potential to create typifications and categorisations when detached 
from face-to-face situations. When language becomes objectified it typifies a variety of experiences 
under one category, which contributes to anonymize experiences (Berger & Luckmann 1966: 53).  
The epistemological approach of this thesis is to challenge and go beyond what seems to be self-
evident and taken for granted truths (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009: 24). Our epistemological posi-
tion considers the production of knowledge as socially determined. This is why narratives, the indi-
vidual perceptions, and the social interaction between people, are an essential element of our re-
search (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009: 35). In this context a critical reflection upon the way we pro-
duce knowledge and use theory becomes central as well. Many studies of refugees and internally 
displaced persons are conducted in refugee camps in developing nations or in neighbouring coun-
tries to major conflicts. Here the issues of human despair, security, and meeting the most basic hu-
man needs are the major concern.  
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Whilst different living conditions exist in the reception centres in Western countries, the research 
conducted here can still be characterised by “uncertainty and disempowerment”. This is typically 
the context in which the researcher meets the refugee (Harell-Bond & Voutira 2007: 289). This 
calls for caution not merely to look for issues such as stigma and disempowerment, but also to be 
aware of contrasting themes and narratives depicting how refugees view and represent themselves. 
The danger of overgeneralisation is also applicable when analysing themes through statements and 
secondary data from refugee agencies, which furthers the utility of a reflexive approach.  
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The reflexive research method facilitates an understanding of the social world rather than seeking to 
establish truths about it. This method requires reflection and careful interpretation (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg 2009: 9). To undertake careful interpretations we have to be aware of existing theoretical 
approaches, as we need to address special attention to pre-understandings and the importance of 
language and narratives. First, the process of reflexive research takes its initial steps in either virtual 
or real dialogue between participant and observer. The second step includes a further dialogue be-
tween local processes and local forces that finally leads to the third kind of dialogue with theory 
itself. As reflexive researchers it is a variety of dialogues that leads to a comprehensive understand-
ing of the social reality and empirical phenomena (Burawoy 1998: 5). Theory in reflexive research 
is viewed as an important part of the multiple dialogues, because it also guides our dialogue with 
the participants (Burawoy 1998: 5). Theories should not, however, control what we see, but rather 
contribute with a variety of perspectives, which makes the insight into alternative theories crucial 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009: 274). We have taken our point of departure in this approach, investi-
gating the theoretic field prior to conducting research. In this way key theoretical concepts and un-
derstandings have guided our process, yet we have remained open to new reflections that challenge 
or change these pre-assumptions when confronted with new knowledge and insight. As researchers 
we have to be attentive to the taken-for granted assumptions and critically reflect on the reality we 
meet during our research (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009: 9). The reflexive frame have guided our 
production of knowledge and furthermore inspired the strategy of analysis by emphasising critical 
interpretations and a strong empirical material that enables reflections upon language, social reality, 
and authority (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009: 272).   
The focus at the empirical level is on making observations, creating understandings of empirical 
phenomena, and talking to people where the level of interpretation is closely connected to the em-
pirical material (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009: 273).  
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Following this process the empirical material becomes crucial for us as researchers because it ena-
bles us to develop, inspire, and possibly reshape theoretical understandings. The reciprocity be-
tween theory, the researcher, and the field under investigation is therefore central to our reflexive 
research.  
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Ethical issues are critical to address for researchers conducting research amongst people in vulnera-
ble and precarious situations. Research conducted amongst refugees is highly sensitive in nature 
and should therefore be treated in an appropriate ethical and methodologically manner (Düvell et al. 
2010: 230). This demands considerably more of the researcher in terms of sensitivity to questions, 
confidentiality, and accountability than in many other fields of study (Eastmond 2007: 261).  
The notion of sensibility and vulnerability can help address ethical questions in social research by 
looking at both the meso and micro levels. Here sensibility refers to the meso level, as the area of 
research while vulnerability refers to the micro level, mainly in regards to interviewees. This two-
levelled approach can help to ensure that assessment of risks and other ethical issues are considered 
both at an individual level, but also at a more structural level (Düvell et al. 2010: 229-30).  
During our interviews the interviewees at times revealed sensitive information not appropriate for 
this study, but which often played an important part in their narratives. This includes details of their 
asylum case, names of family members and specific locations. Instead of interrupting during the 
interviews we have chosen to remove these details in the transcribed material. The ethical consider-
ations were central throughout our research and in particular clear in relation to creating trust and a 
space for empathy in the interview situations. The next section will elaborate our qualitative inter-
view approach and discuss our role as co-producers of knowledge.  
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When conducting qualitative research interviews we first and foremost have to be aware of which 
approaches are appropriate in regards to the phenomena we seek to explore. In our study we seek to 
understand how people labelled refugees perceive themselves and how they as a category are per-
ceived in policy discourses. Here qualitative research interviews facilitate understandings of dis-
courses, narratives and people’s lifeworld (Tanggaard & Brinkmann 2010: 33).  
We conducted two forms of interviews during our research. First, we interviewed nine refugees 
focusing on their narratives and perceptions of their refugee situation. Second, we conducted four 
interviews with representatives from central refugee agencies and institutions. All interviews were 
conducted as semi-structured interviews.  
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This form of interview combines prepared questions with an open approach that allows the conver-
sation to move in new directions. Here the space for interaction between interviewer and interview-
ee is central to generating knowledge (Tanggaard & Brinkmann 2010: 33).  
In regards to the interviews with refugees we were furthermore inspired by the narrative approach. 
Interviewing refugees about their life situation differs greatly from interviews with professionals 
representing a certain institutional agenda. These variations and reflections in regards to approach 
and selection of interviewees will be elaborated on in the following sections, first focusing on refu-
gees and second on the professional representatives.  
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Exploring the experiences and diversity amongst refugees in Denmark has been a central aim of our 
research. The interviews with the refugees have contributed to gaining insight into the personal sto-
ries and experiences of refugees, which is an irreplaceable source of knowledge and a central part of 
our analysis. However, gaining access to people in the Danish asylum system and ensuring high 
quality interviews has not been without challenges. This is first and foremost related to finding suit-
able interviewees and second to establishing space for trust during the interviews.  
We conducted interviews with three women and six men. Most were still in the asylum process at 
the time of the interview while a few had gained asylum. Our selection criteria focused on ensuring 
an aspect of diversity in regards to gender, nationality, education, language, and skills. At the same 
time, we remained flexible to the requirements so we could follow the opportunities presented in 
the field.  
Five out of the nine interviewees volunteered out of a bigger group presented with the opportunity 
to participate by the Red Cross staff. The remaining four we approached directly during our field-
work. Even though we had access to translators, all interviews were conducted in English. This was 
not the initial intention, but in our case the people most willing to participate and share their experi-
ences all had a high level of English skills and university degrees (see table 1). Rather than attempt-
ing to change this towards the end of our fieldwork, we found that the commonalities and variations 
amongst this group presented interesting and new perspectives to our research. Focusing on a highly 
educated group of refugees might have posed limitations to our findings in regards to generalisa-
tion, on the contrary it offered an opportunity to explore less visible dimensions of refugee experi-
ences, as we will discuss further in relation to reliability and validity of our research.   
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The interviews all lasted around 40 minutes and followed a semi-structured approach with a prelim-
inary interview guide setting the overall thematic frame. The questions varied and developed de-
pending on the particular interviewee while the overall themes focused on life stories, personal nar-
ratives and perceptions. Inspired by narrative methods, the main objective was to bring forth per-
sonal narratives reflecting “a dynamic interplay between life, experience and story” (Eastmond 
2007: 248). Therefore the narrative character of our interviews influences the way we analytically 
address the narratives in our research and consider them as co-constructions between the interview-
er and interviewee (Puvimanasinghe et al. 2014: 72). We also have to critically reflect on our role as 
co-producers of knowledge and the possible influence on the narratives presented. Here the role as 
an outsider can distort the narratives presented to the researcher. To explore the possible implica-
tions for our findings we address three issues; first, how lack of trust can limit the findings, second, 
the risk that interviewees expect that the researcher can help their case directly (Harell-Bond & 
Voutira 2007: 291) and third, a distortion in narratives related to a potential power-imbalance be-
tween interviewer and interviewee (Puvimanasinghe et al. 2014: 89).   
Firstly, our status as outsiders called for an approach ensuring enough time to gain trust and estab-
lish a good relation with the interviewees before, during and after the interviews. As elaborated in 
the next section about observations we spent several days visiting reception centres and meeting 
residents in more informal settings. This ensured a better understanding of the social, mental and 
cultural context of the people participating in the research.  
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As co-producers of knowledge, our role during the interviews was in particular to create an empa-
thetic space offering our time to carefully listen to people’s life stories. The process of gaining trust 
developed either during the interviews or prior to the formal interviews. At times we had to repeat 
to the interviewees that we did not come as representatives of the immigration system, but as people 
genuinely interested in their personal experiences and perceptions. In this way we aimed to 
acknowledge their presence and historicity, creating a space of trust and meaningful dialogue. De-
spite the sensitivity of the subject and a slight concern prior to the interviews we experienced how 
the interviewees opened up during the interviews and as Harell-Bond & Voutira (2007) describe it, 
the interview situation seemed to provide a ‘therapeutic’ function as “both a unique and liberating 
experience” (Harell-Bond & Voutira 2007: 290-1).  
Secondly, we carefully presented the interviewees with information about the output of our study 
and how our study would not affect their cases. All interviewees seemed to fully understand our 
role as university students and often phrased their contribution as a way to help us understand the 
situation for refugees in Denmark (Annex 1). Nevertheless, we have to be attentive to the fact that 
all narratives are told in a context and often for a specific purpose. In our analysis we therefore have 
to critically reflect on why certain narratives are dominant over others.  
Thirdly, as elaborated on in a study by Puvimanasinghe et al. (2014) the possible power-imbalance 
as well as cultural distance between interviewer and interviewee may affect how freely interviewees 
speak about certain issues (Puvimanasinghe et al. 2014: 89). Here we both experienced how some 
restrictions on topics certainly occurred, but also how the cultural distance did not seem so preva-
lent. Neither did the power-imbalance. We certainly aimed to ensure this in our approach, but this 
may also be due to our junior status as masters’ students and our similar age to the younger group of 
interviewees. Contrary to our assumptions we experienced how the shared commonality in age and 
educational level created a space for mutual dialogue rather than distrust or distance.  
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When studying refugee agencies seeking to protect and promote refugee rights it is important to 
understand the sensitivity of the issues they are working with, yet without refraining from asking 
critical questions or challenging their discourses. By interviewing four leading actors within refugee 
assistance, development and advocacy the aim was to gain insight into their perspectives and reflec-
tions as well as dominant framing of issues. Danish Red Cross, Danish Refugee Council and UN-
HCR all deliver crucial assistance to refugees in conflict zones and refugee camps in developing 
countries, but they also act as refugee advocates in a Danish context.  
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Our fourth interview was with a representative from the Danish development aid institution, Dani-
da. We approached the representatives directly due to their particular positions; the key role in ad-
vocacy and communication (Danish Red Cross & Danish Refugee Council), leading role in the re-
gional representation (UNHCR) and insight into current development initiatives focused on refu-
gees (Danida). The representatives interviewed are listed in the following table: 
The interviews were all semi-structured and lasted around 40 minutes. The main aim of the four 
interviews was to get further insight into issues and initiatives related to how refugees are presented 
by these actors, the challenges related to refugee advocacy and parallels and differences between 
addressing refugee issues in developing countries and in Denmark. 
When interviewing professionals it can be a challenge to ensure that the information provided is 
relevant to the research and not merely a space for the professionals to promote a certain agenda. 
Therefore background knowledge and well-prepared questions were crucial to enable a meaningful 
dialogue and obtain enough useful knowledge from the interviews. 
 
Qualitative research interviews offer a method to gain insight into areas such as discourses, under-
standings and social interactions. Here we consider the construction of knowledge as interplay be-
tween interviewer and interviewee. We have conducted 13 semi-structured interviews in which our 
role as co-producers of knowledge was central. In regards to the refugees this was in particular re-
lated to the importance of gaining trust and engaging ourselves in creating an empathetic space for 
dialogue. With the professionals, our main role was to ask the right questions at the right time to 
enable a conversation on key challenges and frustrations related to refugee advocacy and develop-
ment projects. In particular in regards to the refugee interviews the context and atmosphere that the 
interviews were situated in was important for the outcome of the interview.  
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In the next sections we present key observations related to our field visits at three reception centres 
for asylum seekers and briefly describe the settings for the nine refugee interviews and hereafter 
observations during the interviews with professionals.  
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A qualitative interview cannot be separated from the context it has been conducted in and influ-
enced by. Since each interview is conducted within a specific context affected by the atmosphere, 
surroundings and the researchers themselves, observations become an important part of the under-
standing of our research. Observing various ways in which people engage with each other and lis-
tening to the stories they tell amongst each other, adds context and depth to the interpretation of 
formal interviews (Eastmond 2007: 252). Furthermore by careful observation it becomes more visi-
ble in which ways the presence of a researcher becomes part of the production of knowledge. In-
stead of seeing this as an unwanted interference it should be seen as a natural part of the knowledge 
produced. Rather than seeking to hide this fact it should “be made as transparent as possible.” 
(Eastmond 2007: 261).  
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During the process of conducting interviews with the refugees we have prioritised staying within 
the field prior to the formal interviews as well as after. Our presence at three Danish reception cen-
tres has resulted in various observations that provide valuable knowledge for us as researchers try-
ing to understand the deeper layers of refugee narratives. These observations have helped to guide 
our interpretation of the empirical data and to adjust our interview guide to the specific context 
when deemed appropriate. Here informal conversations with other residents at the centres further 
contextualised and confirmed issues addressed during the interviews. Some observations will be 
introduced during the analysis to contextualise themes and illustrate general concerns of the inter-
viewees, but they will not be used as primary contributions in the same way as the interviews. Eth-
ics is also a central concern in the use of field observations since they can include sensitive infor-
mation or conversations that would not have taken place if they had been recorded. These kinds of 
information have either been left out or generalised in a manner so they cannot be linked to individ-
uals.  
Another important aspect related to observations is the context and atmosphere of each interview 
since this affects the dynamic between interviewer and interviewee and the way stories are told. For 
this reason we prioritised that all interviews should take place at locations chosen by the interview-
ees. Two interviews took place in the interviewee’s own rooms.  
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One interview was conducted with two friends present, while a brother and two friends were pre-
sent during the second interview. This was an active choice made by the interviewees to feel more 
comfortable with the formal interview. A third interview was conducted in a common area, also 
with a younger brother present during parts of the interview. When conducting interviews focusing 
on personal narratives we have to consider the implications for confidentiality (Kvale 1997: 120). 
This should also be addressed when friends or family are present during interviews. This may also 
affect the way narratives are presented, but it does not necessarily have to be in a negative way. In 
our research the presence of close friends or relatives appeared as an aspect important for creating 
trust, and in relation to confidentiality it was apparent how the narratives told were well known to 
those present during the interviews. In contrast to the three interviews conducted in homely settings, 
four interviews were conducted in two different but quite formal settings of a Red Cross office. 
The two last interviews were by the interviewees’ choice conducted in different settings. One inter-
view was conducted in the interviewer’s home, since the interviewee did not want to meet in the 
setting of the reception centre. Finally the last interview was conducted at the interviewee’s favour-
ite café at a time without other customers present.   
Common to the interviews was the shift in atmosphere when the recorder was turned on. Here a 
seriousness and in many cases momentary sadness and frustration characterised the atmosphere. 
After the interviews the tone changed. The time after the interviews offered an opportunity for the 
interviewees to satisfy their curiosity with questions directed towards us, and to continue more 
light-hearted conversations. This gave us an insight into other aspects or concerns important to the 
interviewees not presented during the recorded interviews.  
:):)/'"IOKCUMBHDA'NCDL'*ABKCUHK[O'[HBQ'8CDNKOOHDAMJO'
In relation to the four interviews with professionals representing organisations or institutions, the 
context and atmosphere also affected the outcome of these interviews. First, since all interviews 
took place at a certain time and place this affected the answers and reactions to our questions. The 
interviews took place right after the recent tragedy of more than 800 refugees and migrants drown-
ing in the Mediterranean Sea. The tragedy resulted in crisis meetings amongst European leaders and 
with refugee advocates stressing the need for solidarity and action (information.dk 19/04 2015) (in-
formation.dk 23/04 2015). The interviews were also conducted prior to the announcement of the 
Danish primary elections 2015, which clearly permeated the answers in all interviews (Annex 2). 
Second, we cannot neglect that people, no matter their position, are affected by the atmosphere and 
relational aspect of an interview. Our reflexive approach facilitates an approach also reflecting on 
our role affecting this form of empirical findings.  
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Our approach to the four representatives was to make it clear that we did not come as major critics 
of their work, but rather with a shared interest in improving conditions for refugees. This may have 
been the reason why some representatives in particular, openly reflected and criticised issues and 
policies in a less bureaucratically appropriate manner. These statements further illustrated challeng-
es and frustrations related to refugee advocacy expressed throughout the interviews, but since they 
were not intended for quotations they have been left out of the transcriptions (Annex 2).  
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As a supplement to interviews and observations, reports and strategy papers from key refugee agen-
cies are included in the second part of the analysis. Such documents are often used merely to pro-
vide empirical data to support arguments, but we may neglect to consider these documents as sub-
jects for analysis. As Lyngaard (2010) highlights all documents are produced in a certain context, 
for a specific purpose. Therefore we need to consider what criteria we have for collecting docu-
ments and how we work systematically and analytically with these documents (Lyngaard 2010: 
137-38).  
Throughout our research, various statistical reports, working papers and policy documents have 
been part of our initial research process and provided important background information. At a more 
analytical level we have selected a few key documents representing contemporary debates and 
agendas seeking to reframe the refugee burden in terms of resources and economic sustainability. 
The selected documents are either produced by UNHCR or are working papers from the Solutions 
Alliance, an initiative focusing on bringing public and private actors in the humanitarian and devel-
opment field together to find durable solutions for displaced populations. 
These documents have been selected for further analysis since they depict issues mirrored in our 
own findings, but also since they are relevant to critically examine and discuss in relation to what 
agenda they seek to promote.  
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The first step before interpreting our empirical findings was to transcribe all interviews where sensi-
tive information had been left out to protect confidentially. When including quotes from the inter-
viewees in the analysis these have been adjusted if obvious language flaws appeared to be distract-
ing for the reader. We have naturally been very careful if any language adjustments were made not 
to change the content and meaning of the quotes. Furthermore since three out of four interviews 
with professionals were conducted in Danish (Annex 2), the quotes that are used in the analysis 
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have thus been translated into English and the translation approved by the representatives inter-
viewed.   
After conducting and transcribing all interviews the next step was to structure, contextualise and 
interpret the empirical findings in a meaningful and rigorous way. Coding refers broadly to how 
keywords and themes can be identified, categorised and counted (Tanggaard & Brinkmann 2010: 
47). In our approach coding is understood as the process of identifying and organising themes and 
metaphors from the interviews so that these can serve as the foundation of our analysis. 
Personal narratives of refugees calls for our interpretation and becomes important to place in a 
broader context and discourse of the refugee crisis. By juxtaposing individual accounts we can dis-
cover some commonalities among a group of refugees as well as understand the diversity and varia-
tions (Eastmond 2007: 252-53). It is by no means without challenges to transform or translate per-
sonal narratives into theoretical debates in a way where “the private self becomes part of a wider 
cultural narrative.” (Harell-Bond & Voutira 2007: 292). Since this thesis seeks to navigate between 
a macro and a micro level of knowledge and understanding the ability to transform the personal 
stories of a smaller group of refugees into meaningful themes and contributions to a broader analy-
sis is crucial. In this way we seek to find patterns that both contribute and challenge the ways we 
understand implications for labelling and framing of refugees and development. 
In a dialogue between empirical findings, theoretical concepts and our role as co-producers of 
knowledge we develop the analytical framework and argument of this thesis. Through the process 
of coding we developed the structure and strategy for the analysis. We analyse the experiences and 
narratives of the refugees in a dialogue with theory in the first part of the analysis and in the second 
part of the analysis, we seek to contextualise these findings in broader macro narratives about the 
challenges and potential of reframing and rethinking the refugee burden.  
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All forms of research are confronted with the challenges of how to conduct rigorous research that 
ensures valid and reliable results and conclusions. Critics of qualitative research methods in particu-
lar view the issues of reliability, objectivity and replication too grand to overcome. The goal of ob-
jectivity is however a false perception of rigorous research when we consider knowledge as a social 
construction. As argued by qualitative researchers such as Kvale (1997) we should rather ensure 
validity through critical reflection of our analysis, ensure that our method explores what it was in-
tended to explore and consider to what extent our observations reflect the phenomena and variations 
of the subject of our research (Kvale 1997: 233, 237).  
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We also have to consider the specific context of a study and the role of the researcher, which can 
never be completely neutral. The role of the researcher should however be as transparent as possible 
and the way we act in the field also needs to be fully considered.  
According to Kvale (1997) validity is not limited to one stage of the research process, but instead 
we should consider validation as a part of the whole research process (Kvale 1997: 23).  
Our approach does not question the ‘truths’ presented by the interviewees, but considers their narra-
tives as valid since experiences and understandings are subjective in nature. In general, we trusted 
the people we have interviewed as we expected them to trust us. Many of the factual elements of 
their stories have however been backed by secondary data, but we have no intention of, or ability to, 
do a comprehensive verification of stories.  
A common critique of the qualitative methodologies often used in refugee research is the lack of 
appropriate transparency, replicability and representativeness. This also applies to how interviewees 
have been selected and how fieldwork has been used in a manner too ‘loose’ to generate conclu-
sions. According to Jacobsen and Landau this undermines the credibility of much refugee research 
and has a negative effect on the potential impact for policy changes (Jacobsen & Landau 2003: 185-
186). Nevertheless we consider our study as valid, reliable and relevant from a perspective where 
solid qualitative methods, combined with critically and processual reflection about the interplay 
between theory, the empirical world and our role as researchers, represent valid academic 
knowledge. This is supported by how we as researchers reached a point of saturation towards the 
end of the interview process. Both in the interviews with refugees and professionals we experienced 
reaching a point where the last interviews did not contribute to any vital new dimensions or infor-
mation not already explored in the other interviews (Tanggaard & Brinkmann 2010: 32). Our re-
flexive approach allows an analysis of our empirical findings that both mirror the conclusions of 
central academic scholars, but also contribute with new nuances and variations to the study of refu-
gee narratives and labelling.  
 
Research evolving around the diverse and contested category ‘refugee’ should seek to challenge the 
dominant frames and labels rather than merely reproducing them. Focusing on the social construc-
tions of language and meaning, our methodology is guided by a reflexive approach not seeking to 
confirm theory but rather using theory in a dialogue with the empirical world, enabling us to chal-
lenge and change concepts in the process. Due to the precarious situation of people hoping to gain 
asylum we need to be aware not only of the central ethical issues and the context we become part 
of, but also the way theoretical frames guide our understanding. Here the understanding of the di-
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versity of experiences becomes crucial to avoid a preoccupation with concepts such as stigma con-
cealing more diverse and contradictory findings. This approach also needs to be reflected in the 
processing of secondary data as well as the interviews conducted with development and refugee 
agencies. Through this approach we seek to gather a strong foundation for our analysis. Since our 
approach calls for an ongoing reflection we will during the analysis introduce supplementary terms 
and concepts to nuance and challenge our theoretical framework and empirical findings.  
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This part of the analysis seeks to explore the first part of our problem formulation: What is behind 
the label of refugees in Denmark? Focusing on our empirical findings, consisting of nine interviews 
with refugees and observations at three Danish reception centres, we seek to contextualise as well 
as challenge our theoretical framework. From a normative position we aim to give a direct voice to 
people involved in this study and give space to various understandings and at times contradictory 
experiences. Identified themes have been separated into four sections exploring different aspects of 
our empirical findings and theoretical framework. First, we introduce the key findings related to the 
multidimensional understandings and implications of the refugee label. Second, we explore how the 
notions of stigma impact the self-perception of refugees, but also how this, in the third section, is 
countered by strong notions of agency and self-esteem. In the fourth section we present identified 
coping strategies and in particular narratives of normal life. 
=)('$QK'+KNFRKK'2MIKJ'MAE'*BO'*LVJHGMBHDAO''
We all label, and are in return labelled. We label ourselves, as well as others, as a way to construct 
our social world and define categories and boundaries guiding social interaction. Labels however, 
are neither neutral nor natural and we need to move beyond what is perceived as normal to under-
stand the social and political implications for those who are labelled (Moncrieffe 2007: 1-2). The 
refugee label is used by academics, policymakers, and in popular discourse in various and some-
times contrasting ways, giving rise to a term with different implications depending on its definition 
and context (Ludwig 2013: 2). People seeking refugee protection also adopt or relate to the label, 
but not in a unified or uncontested way. Here the context, various meanings, and implications for 
identity, belonging and access to rights, should be addressed to understand what is behind the label. 
We consider Ludwig’s distinction between the legal refugee status and the informal label ‘refugee’ 
as an important aspect to understand how there are advantages associated with the legal status, in 
contrast to burdens connected to the informal label (Ludwig 2013: 1). Yet we argue that this distinc-
tion does not fully illustrate the complicated interplay of labelling and self-labelling related to iden-
tity, moral expectations and social statuses beyond the legal status. Throughout our analysis we will 
discuss the implications of labelling for rights and belonging that both affects people granted asy-
lum as well as people in the precarious process of seeking asylum.  
! :1!
The diversity of understandings, attributes, and issues associated with the refugee label were a cen-
tral theme throughout the nine interviews. Of the nine interviews, only three had gained asylum at 
the time of the interview. This was one aspect of why the burdens associated with the refugee label 
to some extent became more prevalent than the resources and rights connected to the legal status of 
a refugee. However these experiences had more dimensions; the interviewees with the legal status 
also experienced the burdens of the refugee label whilst the ones without a protection status, high-
lighted positive dimensions of the rights as an ‘asylum seeker’ (Annex 1: 5, 26, 69). 
These nuances have to be understood in relation to how people seeking asylum in Denmark, gain 
access to certain welfare services and rights (nyidanmark.dk, b).3 This is important to keep in mind 
when comparing the understanding amongst refugees in Denmark with studies conducted in more 
restricted and limited settings such as refugee detention centres, or refugee camps in developing 
nations. The interviewees were extremely aware of the high level of Danish services in comparison 
to other countries and expressed their gratitude several times towards Denmark and in particular 
Danish Red Cross (Annex 1).  
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The position of being a grateful receiver is somehow implied in the refugee label since refugees 
often becomes dependent on the hospitality and charity of others. This was reflected in the inter-
viewees’ desire to express their gratitude towards Denmark: “We are grateful to everyone” (Ra-
shid, Annex 1: 50) “They give us everything we needed” (Maggie, Annex 1: 68).  
As noted in an Australian study there can also be a normative expectation that refugees should be 
grateful to their hosts (Grove & Zwi 2006: 1935).  
The moral expectation of refugees’ gratitude can also facilitate reflection on why gratitude was re-
peated frequently in the interviews, although often followed by frustration.  
Despite the complexities and vast diversity that people labelled ‘refugee’ represent, the label often 
reduces the complexity to create a convenient image. This illustrates how the label can come with 
not only hostile, but also more moral expectations linked to a certain “‘kind’ of person” (Malkki 
1995: 513). The label used in a political context of hostility and restriction comes with implications 
of deviance and illegitimacy that stand in stark contrast to the self-perception of people seeking 
protection. On the contrary the image of a refugee as the grateful receiver may be a more complex 
and two-sided component of the label, affecting how people are perceived and how they perceive 
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We stress the need to consider what consequences the perceptions of people connected to the refu-
gee label can have for the opportunities to become active members of a host society. If the label 
becomes connected with someone temporarily visiting as a guest, deserving of our hospitality due 
to their vulnerability and humble gratitude, the space for alternative identities connected to the label 
may diminish.  
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The complexity of experiences and understandings amongst refugees was underlined by our empiri-
cal findings. They illustrated how the label was experienced both as a commonality that links peo-
ple from different parts of the world, and as unique and individual. The interviewees tended towards 
both rejecting and accepting the label, depending on the context and implication of the label (Annex 
1). The discrepancy between adopting the term in one context while rejecting or detaching oneself 
in another portrays the dynamics and contradictions of self-labelling.  
Ludwig (2013) highlights that people identify as refugees when this identification entails interna-
tional protection and resettlement, but reject the refugee label when it is tied to stigma rather than 
resources (Ludwig 2013: 2). Our findings reflect this distinction to some degree, but another aspect 
of identification with the label was observed as well. For some interviewees, the label was connect-
ed to belonging and created a feeling of commonality with people from different cultures, social 
backgrounds, and nationalities. In particular an attribute connected to empathy and understanding 
for others ‘facing the same’ was indicated in all interviews (Annex 1). The element of belonging is 
here illustrated by the words of a young woman who had come to Denmark alone and who was still 
in the asylum system:  
“You meet a lot of people from different parts of the world and hear their stories. You just realise 
you are not alone. There are other people in Africa facing the same thing or Syrians now. You hear 
horrible stories and you realise it is okay. We are all in this together, so you are not alone. It is 
even nice for you to hear their stories. You grow with them.” (Aida, Annex 1: 21)  
For Aida the status as a refugee had a double meaning. Instead of being solely connected to rights it 
was also associated with limitations and lack of rights as a stateless Palestinian: “I have rights that I 
did not have in Saudi Arabia although I am only a refugee here. I have a bicycle in my name. I nev-
er had anything in my name. I love it.” (Aida, Annex 1: 26). By defining herself as a refugee in 
positive terms in her present situation, she reframed the negativity connected to the label: 
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“I used to feel ashamed at the beginning, but no. I am not anymore. I think it is normal, natural, 
that people have a situation where they come from and they have to leave and it is normal, com-
pletely normal.” (Aida, Annex 1: 26) 
Conversely an element of ambiguity was also connected to the self-labelling. Aida described how 
being a refugee on paper had limited and defined her life in Saudi Arabia, but she was strongly op-
posed to the idea of defining herself as a refugee at that time, referring to how her father had “Paid 
for everything… He paid for our life” (Aida, Annex 1: 26). This indicates a more generally ob-
served association of a refugee as someone dependent on others. This was a commonality amongst 
the interviewees as something they were painfully aware of, but also strived to detach themselves 
from (Annex 1: 14, 24, 97).  
The interviewees in general shifted between using the label to describe commonalities and create a 
sympathetic ‘we’ and rejecting or distancing themselves from the generalised categorisation of ref-
ugees. Scholars such as Gupthe and Metha highlight that rejecting the label can be connected to the 
disjuncture between people’s self-perception and the perceptions associated with the refugee label 
(Gupthe & Metha 2007: 75). Our findings pointed to how the interviewees not only rejected, but 
also reclaimed the label to gain legitimacy and for descriptive and social purposes. For some inter-
viewees this was expressed explicitly in their considerations about the indication of certain terms 
and labels, while for a few, the label was merely considered as a term natural to use in their situa-
tion, although implications of being labelled ‘refugee’ were implicitly expressed in their narratives 
(Annex 1: 73, 80). For two interviewees in particular being labelled ‘refugee’ did not comply with 
their self-perception and instead they reframed their situation in a discourse of individual choice, 
mobility, and safety: 
“Before I was asylum. I am a human. And before I was asylum. I am a teacher. And before that I 
was…I have a life and I a have a name. My name is Said. A lot of people told me ‘you are a refu-
gee’. I am not a refugee, but I am searching for a safe place.” (Said, Annex 1: 6) 
“My government restricted me from moving. And I needed a way out of that. That is why I applied 
for asylum, not because I wanted asylum or look at myself as a refugee. Because I really don’t know 
what that is.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 94)  
On the contrary, for other interviewees the label was a matter of fact:  
“We are refugees. We can’t just sugar-coat it. We are refugees, we left our country. We are refu-
gees, we don’t have residencies. We are refugees.”  (Aida, Annex 1: 25).  
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All three statements illustrate how ‘refugee’ as a label is much more than a one-dimensional tool to 
describe a legal status or people seeking protection. Labels are closely linked to identity and the 
social status in a society as well. For the interviewees questions related to the label was a sensitive 
subject, responded to with much emotion, although in various and at times ambiguous ways. The 
various meanings of the label and the implication for identity will be discussed further in the fol-
lowing sections of this analysis. Despite more positive notions of rights, resources and resilience, 
the stigmatising element of the label was a central concern for the interviewees.  
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Being labelled ‘refugee’ often comes with implications for the individual and group identity of the 
people behind the label. Stigma and social identity as defined by Goffman enable us to understand 
some of the negative implications of labelling. These terms are systematically explored in the con-
text of our empirical findings and will be subject to critical reflection within this context. How refu-
gees understand and experience stigma is examined in relation to the refugee label that is often bur-
densome to those behind the label. In this section of the analysis we seek to clarify in which ways 
stigma is at play and the consequences that follow being or experiencing oneself as a stigmatised 
individual. Whether the refugee label is experienced as stigmatising depends on the context, usage, 
and definition. This section explores five themes which we defined from the interviewees’ various 
experiences of stigma: 1) Victimisation and Vulnerability, 2) A Degrading Label, 3) Virtual and 
Actual Social Identity, 4) Losing Individual Identity and 5) Othering.   
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The experiences of being a refugee are individual, diverse and dependent on context. Nonetheless 
there does exist a broad understanding of refugees as vulnerable victims. This constructed image is 
widely distributed by humanitarian organisations to fundraise and to find public and political sup-
port (Sigona 2014: 372-373). People who have fled armed conflicts and insecurities are certainly to 
some extent vulnerable as a result of the circumstances that forced them to flee. Yet, generalised 
victimisation of refugees may limit the individual refugees’ opportunities to have an active voice 
and individuality beyond the generalised refugee commonality. Jamal strongly expressed his frus-
tration about being perceived as a victim and how it is experienced in connection to his chances of 
getting accepted to a university:   
“As long as you are victimising refugees, as long as people like me that apply for universities can’t 
get in. Then we are going to be a problem. I mean you are making it a problem.  
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It is like a self-fulfilling prophecy. It is like you look at it as a problem, treating it as a problem. You 
want it to be a problem and then it becomes a problem.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 97) 
The consequence of experiencing and being dealt with as a victim without agency relates to how 
refugees are framed as a problem which contributes to limiting the possibilities of individual refu-
gees’ scope of action. The experience of being trapped in a position of victimisation places a strain 
on refugees’ possibilities to build a normal life where they can improve themselves. This was ex-
pressed directly by Rashid in terms of ‘hopelessness’: “The word refugee means a person without a 
country without anything – hopeless. A hopeless person.” (Rashid, Annex 1: 56).  
Perceptions of a hopeless person have a connection to being perceived as a victim. Being a person 
without any chance of influencing your own life, you are a person without agency. Humanitarian 
organisations’ attempts to help refugees can inadvertently popularise an image that is hard for refu-
gees to escape: 
“They victimise refugees in order to gain your sympathy and then that image is stuck in the cultural 
or in the public psyche. This image is stuck and then when they hear about refugees here, they think 
about these pictures. Like I said, some people treat them as a victim, as a puppy with a broken leg 
and other people treat them as a leech.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 99) 
Jamal’s analogy illustrates two degrading images related to the over-generalised perceptions of 
what a refugee is. First, the use of the analogy “puppy with a broken leg” symbolises the degrading 
experience for independent individuals being reduced to an object for public sympathy and pity. 
Second, the strong analogy of “leech” indicates a parasite draining the resources and life out of its 
host. This image reflects the same tendency that Harrel-Bond & Voutira (2007) describe as a situa-
tion where the term ‘refugee’ signals a victim, a burden, and a threat (Harrel-Bond & Voutira 2007: 
295). These negative attributes linked to the refugee label that exists in popular discourse, affect 
how people behind the label experience stigma and a virtual social identity preoccupied with devi-
ance. 
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A recurring pattern related to being perceived as a burden or a threat to Danish society was identi-
fied in all of the interviews. For the interviewees this constituted extremely stigmatising experienc-
es. The interviewees first and foremost related the stigma associated with the label to the uncom-
fortable or degrading position of being dependent on others. This was also related to feeling unwel-
come either by the bureaucratic system or the Danish people (Annex 1).  
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Being associated with the negative attribute of being a burden is something many of the interview-
ees expressed a strong wish to avoid and counter. Within the whole group of interviewees, there 
were variations regarding the articulation of refugees not wanting to be a burden, both expressed as 
an individual and collective statement: “I do not want to be a burden to society or anybody else. I 
want to improve myself in Denmark.” (Karim, Annex 1: 14). 
“One of the biggest problems I see is they [the Danish government] keep them for a long time and 
when you keep them [refugees] for a long time they are a burden on you and you are making their 
lives miserable.” (Rashid, Annex 1: 51)“If you utilise them it will be a resource. When you just 
keep them, stacking them, it will be a burden.” (Rashid, Annex 1: 52) 
The concern about becoming a burden on others was expressed in most interviews. This was both 
related to the acknowledgement of lack of independence and the desire to regain a status as an au-
tonomous individual. Here the notion of dignity was strongly connected to not wanting to be a pas-
sive recipient of welfare. In Denmark the concern about refugees being a costly and permanent bur-
den to the public welfare system (Statsministeriet 2015: 3) reflects the interviewees’ own concern 
about becoming a burden and certainly also being perceived as one. A general tendency amongst 
the interviewees was that they changed from speaking in the first person to using words such as 
‘these people’, ‘them’ or ‘they’ when describing degrading attributes associated with the refugee 
label. This can be understood as a way in which the interviewees seek to distance or avoid the nega-
tive attributes connected to the refugee label. The negative associations with the refugee label were 
also rejected outright: “Having refugees is not a burden, it is not an issue to society if you don’t 
want to see it that way or if you work on not making it that way.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 97).  
In light of our empirical findings we find it relevant to consider how the political agenda connected 
to the label can have negative implications on refugees’ space of action. Being perceived as a prob-
lem to society can have far-reaching consequences for refugees on a personal level as well as influ-
encing their chances to become active and engaged in a host society. The experience of being cate-
gorised as a problem, is expressed by Sam: 
“The media only talks about this shit and if there is anything good they will not mention it. So it is 
always about the shit. So if you ask me and ask Danes it is different. Danes are like ‘refugees is just 
trouble’.” (Sam, Annex 1: 79) 
Another discredited element associated with the label was perceptions of dishonesty, deviance or 
even danger. Some interviewees related this distrust to being dependent on public welfare:  
“It is like even the people who have been accepted, they [the Danish government] treat them like 
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they want to steal a bank; ‘Why are you spending this money?’ As long as you take money from the 
government they will stress you.” (Sam, Annex 1: 80)  
“Most people I meet are friendly. But some people told me wait until you go to other people. It is 
not so good. Because the people think that these people [refugees] come and take things and the 
money that is given to refugees is money from the Danish people.” (Maggie, Annex 1: 65) 
While Maggie had felt welcome by the Danish state, Sam experienced the government to be the 
leading cause that made refugees feel unwelcome: “From the people it is like if they like you, you 
are welcome. With the government you are never welcome.” (Sam, Annex 1: 81). 
This statement illustrates an important distinction that we need to make. For some, the experience 
of stigma and distrust is connected to encounters with the public and the knowledge of negative 
discourses in the media and popular discourse, while for others, it is primarily ‘the system’ that be-
comes the force of stigma. Scholars such as Zetter (2007) argue how Western states in the light of 
increased migration seek to exclude people from the rights entailed in the legal refugee status illus-
trated in the proliferation of temporary and limited protection labels for those who cannot be ex-
cluded completely. Zetter also points to how using the term ‘genuine refugee’ further indicates the 
illegitimacy of many asylum seekers (Zetter 2007: 181). The tendency to treat people as bogus until 
proven otherwise has been described by Sigona in terms of how “a widespread and pervasive cul-
ture of disbelief underpins the asylum process” (Sigona 2014: 375). This “culture of disbelief” is 
described as something both affecting policies, government officials, and the public in their ap-
proach and attitude towards refugees (Sigona 2014: 374-375). The two different forms of experi-
ences of distrust or disapproval experienced amongst the interviewees thus reflect a broader ob-
served tendency in refugee-receiving countries in the West.  
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In relation to our empirical findings Goffman’s concepts of virtual and actual social identity be-
come relevant (Goffman 1963: 12). The virtual social identity, or in other words the perceived char-
acter traits, is not always compliant with the actual social identity of people labelled refugee. Thus 
the negative aspects of the refugee label are often disclaimed or attempted to be hidden by the peo-
ple carrying the label. Nevertheless the power of these negative expectations leaves a stigmatising 
effect, through experiences of being categorised as different to ‘normal’ people or met by certain 
stereotypical expectations in the encounter with the hosting society.  
The interviewees all had a high reflection, and to some degree concern, about the political climate 
in Denmark and how some Danes look at refugees as a ‘certain’ kind of people.  
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In particular after the interviews, where a space for trust had been created and the conversations 
continued, some interviewees asked us directly about what Danes think of ‘people like them’? What 
does it mean if people do not reply to a polite greeting? Or how would new friends react if they 
knew they were a refugee? This genuine concern portrays how these proud and strong individuals at 
times become insecure in contexts where they feel that their physical appearance, status as an asy-
lum seeker or refugee is related to stigma. Following Goffman’s three notions of stigma, we can 
separate two different forms of observed stigma related to the interviewees’ experiences and con-
cerns connected to the refugee label. First, stigma related to “blemishes of individual character” 
was identified as someone who is living off the government, suspicious, or culturally and morally 
deviant. Second, the “tribal stigmata” connected to race, religion or nationality was of key concern 
(Goffman 1963: 14). This concern was rarely expressed explicitly, but still clearly at play with con-
cerns about what people think when they see a Middle Eastern man or woman. Other studies con-
ducted in Denmark illustrate similar observations of discrimination related to being immigrants or 
Muslims (Holm Pedersen 2012: 1101) and the experience of misrecognition amongst refugees on 
reduced public services (Ghosh & Juul 2008: 105).  
The majority of the interviewees had experiences of meeting Danes where their virtual identity as 
refugees initially was a barrier to their social interactions. But more importantly they explained how 
they countered the stereotypical understandings connected to the virtual refugee identity by present-
ing their actual identity: 
“Most of my friends, even my racist friends they are like ‘you are so integrated you just need the 
language, eat pork and wear a klap-hat’ – I mean I am not going to eat that, but the klap-hat I can 
do. But I need the language.” (Sam, Annex 1: 89) 
Sam highlights how even those he refers to as his ‘racist friends’ were able to accept him after they 
got to know his actual social identity, beyond being a ‘foreigner’, ‘Muslim’ and a ‘refugee’. The 
discrepancy between virtual and actual social identity is further illustrated in the following quote:  
“I am finding out day after day that it is just a label that is kind of making people look at you in a 
different way, especially on paper. I don’t get this treatment when I speak with people because I 
sound like this and have a certain background.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 94) 
It becomes evident that there exist certain normative expectations that are connected to virtual so-
cial identities such as the ‘refugee identity’. The assumptions as to what a refugee ought to be can 
however be changed when moving beyond the label and discovering the personal attributes of refu-
gees’ actual social identities.  
! AA!
=)/)7'2DOHAR'*AEHUHEFMJ'*EKABHBS''
The notions of being a stranger or an outsider being met by certain expectations due to the categori-
sation as a refugee or an asylum seeker relates to the experience of a form of individual invisibility 
and lost identity: “It is just like no matter what you do, on paper, if you are refugee, it is always 
downplayed to the point of non-existence, it is like you didn’t do anything.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 94). 
Jamal’s words strongly emphasise the consequences of personally being reduced to just a refugee. It 
depicts how individuals can experience that being placed within the refugee category restricts their 
scope of action and individual agency. The experience of being reduced to an anonymous label in-
fluences the space for individuality and differentiated stories.  
The majority of the interviewees described an experience of a de-contextualization of their specific 
situation, and socioeconomic background. This was voiced both directly and indirectly by high-
lighting the need for the hosting society to understand that the people who come to Denmark as 
refugees come from various backgrounds, with a different set of resources, cultural understandings, 
and individual personalities. This was several times placed in a context of how hosting societies 
should refrain from “paint us all with the same brush.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 95). The experience of the 
authorities’ lack of understanding for the specific refugee story was expressed and articulated with 
great frustration:  
“The Danish refugee system they don’t understand and they say you must go back to your country 
and then I don’t know what will happen to me and I keep saying what will happen there, but they 
don’t understand and no one will listen to my voice.” (Halima, Annex 1: 31)  
The experience of a lack of voice as expressed by Halima is a theme also highlighted by academic 
scholars. Malkki argues that refugees suffer under a specific kind of speechlessness that is a conse-
quence of humanitarian organisations’ practices and standardised interventions, that fail to look at 
refugees as individuals with unique and different identities (Malkki 1996: 389). In the contempo-
rary context this notion of speechlessness should perhaps be considered in a broader political con-
text, in particular related to how the bureaucratic system also generates a form of speechlessness.  
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When trying to reject the stigmatising attributes connected to the refugee label, a process of distanc-
ing oneself from the group associated with the deviant label becomes one strategy. So does the ten-
dency to stigmatise others. In this section we argue how othering has a double meaning for the in-
terviewees, both related to how they experience being ‘othered’ and how they construct images of 
the ‘other’ as well.  
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Grove & Zwi highlight how othering of refugees not only influences the way refugees are per-
ceived, but also how they perceive themselves (Grove & Zwi 2006: 1934). Othering illustrates how 
boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ can be created and can consequently constrain the sense of be-
longing to a society. This was a theme expressed in various ways during and after the interviews.  
In reaction to the external othering and negative perceptions of refugees the interviewees created a 
different ‘other’ in form of the ‘other refugees’, a certain kind of ‘refugee’ that the interviewees 
used as an explanatory stereotype linked to their awareness of problems with integration, negative 
perceptions, and hostility towards refugees and more generally immigrants: 
“I will tell you something; the people who came before the war [in Syria], this was lazy people. 
They didn’t find any choice in their countries and they come to Denmark to find any new opportuni-
ty and they want to stay in their home and take salary and have spare time. After the war there is a 
big difference.” (Maggie, Annex 1: 66) 
This quote illustrates the stereotyping of this ‘other refugee’ but also a reflection about how not just 
prejudices, but certainly also how problems with some immigrants and refugees can affect everyone 
considered to be part of this category. For Olan, a member of a religious minority who had fled a 
Muslim country, this deviant ‘other’ became synonymous with certain ‘Muslim people’:  
“These Muslim people didn’t care in Europe. You understand? No integration. It is a problem. Af-
ter these Muslim people... not all people, sometimes good people, I know but. Not integrating, no 
good job. No university. Just eating, and sitting.” (Olan, Annex 1: 44) 
Yet his own stereotypical descriptions are linked to his frustration about being perceived in one 
way, criticising the generalisation of people “Europe mix it!” and look at “all refugees the same 
way!” (Olan, Annex 1: 44).  
In contrast, but building on some of the same concerns, Rashid expressed the relation between 
Danes and refugees as an:  
“Action-reaction (…) In different areas, people react in different ways. (…) Like some of the asylum 
seekers they had a bad reputation and they did not do good things here. So people in Dianalund 
they do not welcome asylum seekers just because they have bad experiences with some of them. But 
if you go to other places where they haven’t met asylum seekers they treat you like a human being.“ 
(Rashid, Annex 1: 50)  
This view of ‘other’ people placed within the same category, contaminating public perceptions of 
refugees was a general theme observed in the interviews. The last line of Rashid’s statement also 
points towards how negative perceptions of others can have serious consequences for how he was 
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treated. To comprehend the multiple social dynamics at play in narratives related to othering, we 
have to analytically separate actual experiences from perceptions of how ‘others’ perceive refugees. 
In many ways and with variation of strength all interviewees indicated a form of othering. As this 
quote shows perceptions about how ‘others’ perceive you can be very difficult to separate from ac-
tual experiences of othering:  
“At the beginning, now I don’t have that feeling anymore, but at the beginning I felt it a lot… it is 
not racism. But I can tell that Danes are not very comfortable around dark haired people or non-
Danish people. You know? I feel that… and I don’t know if all the people living here were refugees 
as well? Or people can actually just move to Denmark? I don’t know.. But whenever I see anyone 
not Danish I look at them and I start to imagine their lives, maybe they were refugees as well? And 
I think this is Denmark, either Danish or refugees. Right? I don’t know if there is immigrants?” 
(Aida, Annex 1: 25) 
The experience of an ‘ethnic divide’ separating ‘Danes’ from ‘non-Danes’ mirrors xenophobic dis-
courses of ‘them’ and ‘us’ and illustrates how both perceptions as well as actual experiences of oth-
ering can hinder the sense of belonging. The reminder of being different from the majority or the 
‘normal people’ goes beyond the refugee label and becomes tangled in various categorisations and 
stereotypes of immigrants, foreigners and those ‘Muslim people’. Even though religion was rarely 
brought up during the interviews and despite the fact that not all interviewees were Muslim, each 
and every one of them could due to their physical appearance, mistakenly be categorised as belong-
ing to a certain Muslim category. Therefore when addressing issues of othering amongst refugees 
we need to consider which types of othering can be related to 1) being an ‘asylum seeker’ living off 
the Danish state and often considered not to be genuine until proved otherwise (Sigona 2014: 374), 
and 2) which types of othering that should be compared and addressed in a broader context of xen-
ophobia, integration, and migration.  
In accordance with relevant literature our empirical observations to some extent reflect what Akram 
(2000) argues as a specific form of stereotyping related to Islam. Akram describes it as a form of 
‘neo-orientalism’, referring to Edwards Said’s concept of ‘orientalism’, depicting a Western attitude 
viewing persons from the Middle East as “fundamentally different from Westerners” (Akram 2000: 
7). Zetter (2007) also highlights how notions of the other have become part of popular discourse 
and public policy practices “preoccupied by notions of identity and belonging embedded in debates 
about citizenship and the ‘other’ in an era of global migration” (Zetter 2007: 190).  
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Grove & Zwi (2006) furthermore point to another form of othering that can occur through a dia-
logue of charity and hospitality, which limits the space for having an active voice and claiming po-
litical rights as member of society. Instead of becoming active members of society, the refugees 
must always convey gratitude to their hosts (Grove & Zwi 2006: 1935-36). All three aspects can be 
related to the experiences of the interviewees and can help us to understand how smaller studies can 
illustrate broader issues and aspects of identity and the dynamics of refugee labelling.  
The concept of stigma facilitates an analytical frame that helps us to understand how people la-
belled as refugees experience negative implications for their identity in encounters with a host soci-
ety. Nevertheless we have to be careful not to let the pervasiveness of the theoretical concept of 
stigma dominate our findings at the cost of more positive notions connected to the label as well as 
reducing the agency and resilience of the people behind the label. Merely defining refugees as stig-
matised individuals is a theoretical temptation beyond the point of meaning.  
This section has addressed different, but interlinked manifestations of refugees’ experiences of 
stigma. All interviewees attempted to escape the stigmatising element of the refugee label and em-
brace other forms of labels. This was linked to emphasising positive personal attributes connected 
to their social identities and agency, beyond being a refugee.  
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As emphasised by several academic scholars refugee agency and personal accounts of refugee expe-
riences are crucial in refugee research. Pupavac argues along the same the lines as Bakewell that 
when exclusively looking at refugees as vulnerable victims we fail to see the diversity in relation to 
resources, agency and resilience amongst the people behind the refugee label (Pupavac 2008: 284, 
Bakewell 2008: 440).  
This section of the analysis focuses on bringing the agency of refugees to the forefront, as it is one 
of our key findings. To understand the dynamics of human agency, we adopt the definition of agen-
cy, as defined by Giddens. Agency refers to human beings’ abilities to act as knowledgeable indi-
viduals, who are aware of what they are doing, but also why they are doing it (Giddens 1987: 221). 
When studying the consequences of labelling it is crucial to look at both structure and human agen-
cy, as neither exists in a vacuum. Human agency and structure are, as Giddens argues, implicated 
with one another (Giddens 1987: 220). Studying human agency is thus crucial for the understanding 
of how people cope with the structural imposing of labels and how they try to reject them. This sec-
tion therefore seeks to clarify in which ways notions of agency are at play and how.  
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Guided by our empirical findings, we have categorised three dimensions identified as agency: 1) 
Framing Success, 2) Superiority, and 3) Narratives of Leadership and Social Responsibility.   
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Refugees are faced with a process of renegotiating both their social and formal identities when try-
ing to adapt to a new society (Hayes & Mason 2012: 33). When renegotiating our social identity in 
a new context and when trying to construct our social world we label ourselves, as well as others, in 
order to make sense of the social world we live in (Moncrieffe 2007: 1-2). The political framing of 
refugees in present discourses is dominated by hostility and implications of deviance that influence 
the social identities of refugees (Grove & Zwi 2006: 1934). In order to cope with political frames 
saturated by hostility it becomes even more important to counter-frame these dominating discours-
es. We experienced a process of counter-framing in all of the nine interviews where especially 
framing of success illustrated how the interviewees constantly seek to renegotiate their social and 
formal identities, or to use Goffman’s expression the interviewees aimed to state their actual social 
identity (Goffman 1963: 12).    
The interviewees countered the stereotypical framing of refugees by expressing their personal agen-
cy and capacity rather than incapacity and victimisation. In particular a framing of individual suc-
cess was a repeated theme:  
“You go to LinkedIn and check my profile; how many people there are. I have more than 30 rec-
ommendations. Not that I begged for it, people gave it to me.” (Rashid, Annex 1: 59) 
“I left my country, I left my job, I left everything. I was very successful in my country. And now I 
have to come to safe area. I came to Denmark, but I want to do something in my life.” (Maggie, 
Annex 1: 66) 
“When the revolution started we were like the biggest organised group in the country so we were 
just like the core of the revolution.” (Sam, Annex 1: 76) 
Contrary to their modesty regarding their current situation, former achievements in life were not 
defined by modesty. All three statements illustrate the focus on successful careers and personal 
achievements. This stands as one example of how the interviewees stood out as strong individuals, 
rejecting being reduced to victims without agency and reflects Giddens’ main arguments of how the 
power of human agency should not be neglected (Giddens 1976: 84). Agency and the process of 
renegotiating social identities that aim to counter the stereotypical understandings of refugees are 
thus an example of the powerful dynamics between agency and structure and how they seek to chal-
lenge one another.   
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A general observed theme amongst the interviewees was the high degree of self-esteem and agency 
both expressed as self-perceptions and in direct actions. In this context we employ the term superi-
ority, here understood in two ways: 1) discourses framing high individual capabilities and 2) social 
interactions and power relations. The first type of superiority was related to framing individual ca-
pabilities, which was central to all interviewees, but in particular articulated as a form of superiority 
when used in the context of meeting limitations:   
“Myself, I applied for a bachelor programme at RUC University. And even though I am much more 
than qualified for that position, I got rejected.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 92) “I can’t think of a reason 
where me getting accepted to a bachelor program, where I am more than perfectly suited will be 
bad for anybody. It will beneficial for the program, it will be beneficial for the people in the pro-
gram, beneficial to the university, beneficial to me.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 102) 
“Well in Denmark they provide you with the right to work. For instance I have been approaching 
the Red Cross employees many times saying that I want to work and utilise my skills. But the wom-
en [career counsellor] said I was overqualified here, and I said ‘Okay then what should I do?’” 
(Rashid, Annex 1: 53) 
Regardless of the context that both interviewees are describing, it is clear that both consider them-
selves a great resource for society and even as someone ‘overqualified’ or more qualified than the 
average person. The way of framing success in these terms may contain an aspect of ambiguity. As 
Kristensen (2001) highlights self-perceptions of being an active individual are often interrelated 
with experiences of structural and social constraints (Kristensen 2001: 175). The element of superi-
ority expressed in these statements is not frequently associated with people carrying the refugee 
label, but illustrates how people considered being inferior by segments of a hosting society, may 
actually consider themselves superior to segments of that same population. This raises an interest-
ing point for further research, where we may have to consider the social dynamics and implications 
of resettlement of highly educated refugees in rural parts of Denmark with lower socio-economic 
capacities.  
The second type of superiority that we observed relates to the social dynamics during our inter-
views. In accordance with social scientific methods we were attentive to the power balance between 
interviewer and interviewee. Typically with research amongst refugees the power is in favour of the 
interviewer (Puvimanasinghe et. al. 2014: 89). We therefore aimed to reduce the possible power 
imbalance to encourage the interviewees to feel comfortable sharing their stories.  
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We managed to create this space of trust, but also encountered a quite different dynamic.  
Contrary to our anticipations we often experienced a reversed power imbalance in favour of the 
interviewees. This was manifested during the interviews where short phrases were used like ‘next 
question’, ‘let me tell you something’, ‘you understand?’ – phrases articulated in a tone that indicat-
ed how the interviewees took command and engaged strongly in the interviews. Several interview-
ees also reversed questions in the direction of the interviewer so the roles temporarily shifted. Oth-
ers explicitly responded to our questions with challenging remarks “Let me give you a political an-
swer.” (Rashid, Annex 1: 59).  
The power balance during the interviews was therefore highly equal if not sometimes in favour of 
the interviewees. Several also started giving advice about how to conduct academic research: “I am 
really not a social scientist. But you need to survey the recipients. It is very clear in my head, you 
need to do a research on people that might be confused about it.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 100).  
It is important to note in accordance with the reversed power imbalance that eight of the nine inter-
viewees have academic backgrounds, which was one aspect of this dynamic, but certainly also re-
lated to other aspects of their personal identities.  
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Following the lines of what we identified as the interviewees framing of success and their superiori-
ty applied to counter dominating political discourses we also experienced how narratives focusing 
on leadership and social responsibility constituted an important finding. Narratives of leadership 
and social responsibility contribute with further interesting perspectives on what is behind the refu-
gee label. This was expressed in various ways, but depicted how the interviewees in retelling their 
stories stood out as strong and socially engaged individuals. Some key extracts are presented here:  
“I want to stay in Denmark and establish something here. I want to leave my mark” (Karim, Annex 
1: 14) “I got arrested because I am a caricaturist and because of my work as a volunteer where I 
helped the wounded. All of the torture was because of that. Helping people in Syria is a crime.” 
(Karim, Annex 1: 13) 
“So the people they were so much inspired and the job centre said ‘You saved us – where did you 
find these guys?’ – and I said ‘I talk to everyone that is one of the things I do I talk to everyone’.” 
(Rashid, Annex 1: 58) 
“And we had a storm, raining storm and big waves … it come to the left side of the ship, water 
come to the left side and the people go to the other side because of the water and the ship goes like 
this [illustrating how the ship was tipping].  
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And when I see that, I take my friends and we go to the left side. And we stay from nine in the night 
till three in the morning. Upstairs on the left side in the storm and the waves come on us and the sky 
is raining and it is a very very strong wind and we see the death.” (Said, Annex 1: 8) 
These quotes depict a clear image of socially engaged and strong individuals. Even though the situ-
ations and the reasons to act are different from one another, all of the examples leave an indication 
of a strong will and determination to help others. The notions of strong agency, resources and self-
esteem highlight the importance of looking behind the stereotypical understandings of refugees. The 
refugee category covers a rich diversity of people and in Jamal’s words, they are “just a segment of 
the world’s population.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 95). The narrow-minded perception that only wishes to 
see refugees as vulnerable victims is problematic because behind the refugee label we may find 
highly empowered individuals who want to contribute and utilise their human and professional 
qualifications and resources.  
Labels are often ascribed to people, but people also label themselves. Labels should not be consid-
ered one-dimensional or unchangeable. The interviewees claimed, reframed or rejected the label 
depending on its meaning and context. The interviewees’ agency and self-perceptions are further-
more interesting for the next section of the analysis where the narratives of agency can also be seen 
as a way to cope with displacement. The narratives of being strong individuals thus become an im-
portant coping strategy as illustrated in this section. 
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A central theme in the interviews was the different strategies adapted to cope with the precarious-
ness of the asylum system and maintain an element of autonomy. To explore different dimensions 
we have identified as coping strategies, we adopt the understanding of everyday life strategies as 
patterns of action, creating a meaningful whole (Kristensen 2001: 173-75). Kristensen describes 
how these forms of everyday life strategies also relate to individual self-perception as an active and 
independent individual. This self-perception becomes a key strategy to address the insecurities and 
complexities of life (Kristensen 2001: 173-75). Inspired by everyday life strategies and the im-
portance of self-definition, we explore four forms of coping strategies identified in our empirical 
findings, all related to what we describe as ‘a life on hold’. First, we argue how the apathy ex-
pressed by the interviewees is countered by strategies of active life. Second, we explore the inter-
play between resentment, understanding and humour, while the third aspect relates to gaining sym-
pathy and creating ‘sameness’ and the fourth to narratives of stability and normal life.  
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The interviewees still in the asylum system rarely used the term ‘reception centre’ when describing 
their temporary home, but used the term ‘camp’ to refer to their current life situation. ‘Camp life’ 
was associated first and foremost with waiting time and the precarious situation of waiting for a 
decision. Seven of the nine interviewees were still in a ‘camp’ and in contrast to the life they used 
to live they found themselves without a job and a meaningful function. ‘Camp life’ comes to stand 
as a symbol of the transition from the life once lived and the building of a new life in Denmark. Yet 
the hope connected with the future seemed to fade under the weight of the waiting time. The wait 
was repeatedly articulated and associated with arbitrariness, injustice and by some indirectly as a 
punishment:  
“I have no future – will I be accepted in this society? I have my case but I am waiting. So at this 
time I cannot do anything (…) there is a saying that in order to punish somebody make them wait.” 
(Rashid, Annex 1:56)  
Two interviewees who both had their deportation stopped by UN’s Human rights committee had in 
particular experienced the stress and despair of waiting. These two examples illustrate their person-
al experiences mirrored in narratives of other rejected refugees: “I heard of people that have been 
rejected for ten years. I saw someone in Avnstrup, he has been there for thirteen years and he is still 
rejected. So they just like killed his life.” (Sam, Annex 1:78). Sam, a young man, had an asylum 
process dominated by experiences of stress, frustration, and rejection. His own experience of losing 
life in the system is clearly mirrored in his choice of words. Halima also expressed the destructive 
nature of waiting:  
“I hear about my friends here, some have been nine and eleven years in the asylum system – what is 
this? I am in shock listening to this, what eleven years in asylum! They don’t give any answer for 
you. Now it has come to my turn. I have to wait for four years – I just wait… what to do? I will just 
pray everyday to finish my case fast. I can do that only (…) In four years I cannot go to find a job, 
do nothing. Just be in the camp. And what life is this?” (Halima, Annex 1: 31)  
The interview with Halima, and in particular the interview with Sam, was characterised by an ele-
ment of hopelessness and resentment towards the immigration authorities. But the negativity was 
not a dominant feature in their identities. Instead engagement in Danish society, attractive appear-
ance, and having many friends was emphasised (Annex 1: 29, 89). 
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In general making friendships, helping others, and engaging in daily life routines, and language 
school served as coping strategies to uphold a more positive attitude and level of activity. This form 
of coping was clearly a strategy for Rashid: 
 “Activities that I normally get myself involved in only to get myself strong physically and mentally.  
I go to gym, I go to school and I am starting practicing on the bicycle. It is not that I need these 
things but it is to make myself busy with these things (…) We have no other things and you know for 
a person who has worked for 12 years and all of a sudden you are stopped. You have to do some-
thing so life will not be gone sitting…with life here, you have to do something, keeping yourself 
busy.” (Rashid, Annex 1: 48) 
The quotes reveal a difficult balance between hope and despair that characterised each interview 
and interviewee. This illustrates the multidimensionality of refugee experiences and how refugees 
as individuals and as a community seek to reduce the negative aspects of ‘camp life’.  
=)7)/'!DFABKCHAR'+KOKABLKAB''
Another form of coping identified relates to the interviewee’s high level of reflection about not only 
their own case, but also the refugee system and overall refugee situation in receiving countries. One 
interviewee who stood out as the most resentful of all even expressed this reflection: 
“Very strong rules in Denmark, very strict rules in Denmark, for asylum; very strict. But I under-
stand” (Olan, Annex 1: 42) “Every country, in Europe is finished for refugees and asylum now. 
Finish. I know. But I understand Europe. Because sometimes we are a problem… We are a problem 
(…)” (Olan, Annex 1: 44).  
The interview with Olan was saturated with frustration and bitterness due to what he had experi-
enced as an asylum process full of flaws and suspicion. Yet he repeated this general understanding 
for the immigration and asylum restrictions several times. Another interviewee expressed the frus-
tration of seeing other people getting processed and getting asylum much faster than him, but again 
in a context of understanding:  
“It is six months waiting. And after that.. It is seven months and now I will be starting in the eight 
month. I don’t know, but I know. They have a lot of work. If I said another word I would be lying. 
All of us, we know the refugee service have a lot of work. A lot of refugees come from Syria, Eritrea 
or from Somalia. A lot come to here. Because of that we will have some patience.” (Said, Annex 1: 
4-5)  
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Basically all interviewees, even the most frustrated with the immigration authorities, expressed 
sympathy and understanding with the Red Cross staff and the conflicts that they encounter in the 
‘camps’ with refugees from various backgrounds placed together in very little space (Annex 1). By 
placing themselves in the position of immigration workers, Red Cross staff, and more generally 
Danish people, the interviewees seemed able to reduce the resentment or disappointment that could 
be sensed under the surface of many statements. 
Another recurring pattern was the use of humour and sarcasm to describe difficulty in less serious 
terms or enabling the interviewees to lift the atmosphere after describing extreme hardship. In this 
way, humour and sarcasm was a direct form of coping during the interview, but also a strategy to 
fight resentment and despair in general. Karim, a 25-year-old university student, exposed to torture, 
in particular used humour to soften up the atmosphere and contrast frustrations in the present. When 
asked about family reunification he replied:  
“She is going to come here swimming [laughing]. Yes I would like to bring her here. Of course I 
would like my wife here. I want to live a stable life here and I want to find stability, so of course I 
need my wife here with me.” (Karim, Annex 1: 14)  
The morbidity of the joke was clear when compared to his frustration with the new family reunifi-
cation law, delaying the process of family reunification and his own experiences on the Mediterra-
nean Sea (Karim, Annex 1: 15). 
One interviewee who advised us about what kind of study we should conduct when writing a thesis 
about refugees used the term ‘victim’ to describe the people interviewed in our study, including 
himself as well: “I think you have two victims now? (…) You can select a few victims and if you are 
more interested then do your further studies.” (Rashid, Annex 1: 54).  
He clearly did not consider himself as a victim in the typical way connected to the refugee label, but 
took ownership over the term giving it a new meaning, which most of all ridiculed academics seek-
ing to ‘understand’ refugees.  
The sarcasm was for some, also part of the narratives about their encounter with the asylum system 
and in this case immigration authorities: “I said, they are not going to send me a gift card that say 
‘wait for us next week because we will come and kidnap you’.” (Sam, Annex 1: 82-83). ‘They’ refer 
in this narrative to the police in the interviewees’ country of origin and exemplify the experience of 
the individual life and refugee claim being devalued: “(…) You can be tortured but not killed, so 
you are fine you are going to make it” (Sam, Annex 1: 83).  
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Several themes identified as connected to coping could also be considered as appeals to gain our 
empathy and recognition of their individuality. In that context a fundamental observation was how 
the interviewees at times created a distance to us as people unable to understand their situation 
while at other times, erased the distance so all that was left was a conversation between people; 
three young women concerned about their careers, a light-hearted conversation amongst university 
students, or a wiser, older academic advising two naïve students.  
'
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During our many hours in the field we shared various small moments with people; over a cup of 
coffee, a smile, and a laugh exchanged over a little child or a humorous picture on Facebook. So 
clearly you are reminded that behind the refugee label and asylum experiences, are people; with 
different personalities, values, experiences and backgrounds shaping their identity. The main differ-
ence was that people have had to flee their homes and the abnormality of ‘camp life’. Several of the 
interviewees made it very clear, how in a different world the roles could be reversed: 
“I ask people to imagine you have 30 minutes to leave your home. ‘What would you have to do be-
fore you go? And what can you take with you in 30 minutes?’ (…) Imagine that you can’t reach 
your home. (…) Just imagine; you are two girls, young girls. Imagine if you left everything here 
and had to go to a new country.” (Maggie, Annex 1: 70) 
The following extract further depicts the active reversing of roles: 
Said: “But even so, if I am back [in Syria]. I have something in my heart or in my soul, his name is 
Denmark.” 
Interviewer: “You feel connected to Denmark?” 
Said: “Yes of course” 
Interviewer: “And why is that?” 
Said: “Why? If I save your life, what will you do?” 
Interviewer: “I would feel very grateful.” 
(Said, Annex 1: 6) 
By confronting us directly, both Said and Maggie broke down a distance between interviewer and 
interviewee and hereby countered an academic paradox described by Bakewell “By staring too 
hard at ‘refugees’ or ‘forced migrants’, we fail to see their ‘normality’” (Bakewell 2008: 449).  
When seeking to understand refugee experiences we risk forgetting that people in refugee situations 
are people like any other people.  
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We may have to consider whether the commonalities we tend to link to the refugee category should 
be replaced by other explanatory categories, before looking for answers in the refugee situation at 
the cost of other empirical findings. This is an issue raised in particular by Malkki (1995), but also 
Bakewell (2008) argues strongly for focusing on social, cultural, and economic features in research 
and addressing aspects of identity that may be more closely related and shared with “non-refugees” 
(Bakewell 2008: 445).  
The message repeatedly articulated in the interviews was the person before the label, seeking to 
regain a normal life, but currently coping with an extreme situation; a situation clearly affecting 
each interviewee’s social identity, but nonetheless not as something that should be the primary fac-
tor defining their identity. 
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The barriers to starting over, building a new life in Denmark with family, a job and a steady base 
was a repeated theme expressed by the interviewees. In particular the recent restrictions on family 
reunification was a cause of frustration. The restrictions have consequences for those who under the 
new law can be granted temporary protection for an initial one year (nyidamark.dk, a). The long 
wait to reunite with family and spouses was considered to be a great injustice for the individuals 
affected, and more generally as a collective experience of unfair treatment of refugees (Annex 1: 
15, 65, 86).  
This is worth considering more generally, in terms of how the inability to reunite with and protect 
one’s spouse or children affects the self-perception and resilience of refugees coming to a new 
country. Not being able to regain a normal, stable life should be seen as threat to identity, since 
identity is linked to our primary social relations and individual autonomy.  
The interviewees’ narratives of success, stability and a normal life, here appear as a strategy to cope 
with the insecurity and frustration of the asylum and immigration system. This was illustrated in the 
way the interviewees expressed the desire to regain stability: 
“We are hopeful that we will get a positive answer and after that we will continue our life. The rea-
son is to have a decent living and to live with the family” (Rashid, Annex 1: 47) 
“I would like to find stability in Denmark, but it could be temporary I don’t know. I haven’t decided 
yet. But I would like to stay in Denmark and settle here” (Karim, Annex 1: 14)  
A repeated narrative also described by Rashid and Karim was the one of the lives they had lost as 
normal, good, and stable. An interviewee from Syria described his life before the flight in these 
terms as well: “It is a normal life, like any life in the world”.  
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He described how he was seeking safety and a future and related this to Syrians in general: “They 
just want a life; a normal life. Because of that I came here.” (Said, Annex 1: 2). For him, his hopes 
for the future were also defined in these terms: “Have a work, have safety, have a family, have a lot 
of friends. I need a normal life. Just a normal life…” (Said, Annex 1: 11).  
However for many the prospect of a normal life in the future and articulation of the normal life in 
the past was contrasted by the articulation of normal life, paused in the present: “I don’t have time. 
I must go the to the camp. I must show up in the office. I am here; that is life as refugee – before 
and after is different life.” (Halima, Annex 1:33).  
By presenting a future trajectory of a decent, stable and normal life, a good and active life in Den-
mark, the interviewees both claimed what was considered as a right to live a normal life and pre-
sented their visions for a successful future in Denmark. In a British study of young people in the 
immigration system, Allsopp et al. (2014) describes how having “a projected sense of self within a 
clear future trajectory” becomes a way to cope with the “bureaucratic time” related to being a case 
in the immigration system (Allsopp et al. 2014: 163). Constructing a clear trajectory for the future 
reflects the way the interviewees coped with the frustrations and anxieties of being dependent on 
the Danish immigration system and services.  
In this context the visions of breaking away from the dependency of welfare services and recreating 
a life as an active contributor to society, was perhaps the most articulated theme throughout the in-
terviews. This was related to an individual as well as a collective desire to be seen as a resource for 
Denmark and reframing the image of refugees as burdens in terms of individual and collective re-
sources. With the exception of one interviewee so resentful of Denmark that he did not want to stay, 
all interviewees articulated their employability, talents and ambition to become active members of 
society. This however, was often articulated in relation to experiences of various barriers to become 
contributors to the Danish economy:  
“After I got positive [granted asylum] I found a lot of problems. I thought I could find a job, but I 
cannot find it really, because I need to speak the language, so I have to learn the language to start 
my life again.” (Maggie, Annex 1: 64) 
In addition to the challenges related to not speaking Danish, the lack of a network and knowledge of 
the Danish labour market was also raised. In particular two interviewees searching employment 
addressed this in relation to their ambition for continuing their careers: 
“Work. That is the only right that I wanted. I just want to work.” (Aida, Annex 1: 18) 
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“We are not mixed with Danish people so I don’t have connections I don’t know how the companies 
work here. I don’t know anything.” (Aida, Annex 1: 19). 
“I have worked in finance departments, I have worked in human resource departments, I have 
worked in logistic departments. I have worked on millions and millions of projects and commodities 
and products, but what am I doing here? Nothing. No one is using anyone.” (Rashid, Annex 1: 52) 
Here their language indicates a disempowered feeling, reflected in sentences such as “I don’t know 
anything” and doing “nothing”. This can be seen as a threat to the social identity as individuals 
with agency and aspirations. Like Aida, Rashid also raised the issue of not having a network. He 
both compared and contrasted his situation to unemployment amongst young academics in Den-
mark, highlighting the shared issue of a lack of professional connections, but also the privilege of 
people speaking Danish and with a Danish citizenship (Rashid, Annex 1: 53).  
A commonality amongst many of the interviewees was the desire to work, but also the expectation 
of finding a suitable job, reflecting their qualifications and competences. The three quotes from 
Maggie, Aida and Rashid were all stated in a context, highlighting their educational background, 
and professional achievements. This was further related to the mixed notions of gratitude towards 
Denmark and the misrecognition linked to the government’s suggestions to use refugees to clean up 
beaches or in other forms of ‘nytte-jobs4’ (dr.dk 2/1 2015): 
“I think it is a bad things not to let people do what they want. Sometimes they [job centres] send 
people to work, with something that are not acceptable for us.” (Maggie, Annex 1: 74) 
“People don’t like doing something that they feel is not what they want to do or what they are qual-
ified to do. I don’t give a shit how many times Helle Thorning-Schmidt is going tell me to clean 
floors. I am not going to do it! It is not because I find cleaning floors as a bad thing, it is because I 
know I can be more beneficial to Danish society… It is a matter of having something that is worth 
your qualifications, worth your abilities.” (Jamal, Annex 1: 101) 
In contrast to the clear disregard for jobs experienced as degrading for highly skilled refugees, one 
interviewee was willing to take basically any job: 
“I don’t have a clear mind now. Because of that I cannot decide what I will be working with. But I 
will work and work and work. I did something in my country and I will do something in my second 
country.” (Said, Annex 1: 5) 
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For Said, the type of job was not the issue, but the insecurities of family renunciation and asylum 
hindered him in planning ahead. The importance of dignity is clearly an integrated part of self-
perception as active, capable individuals and can explain some of the strong emotions related to not 
being recognised or enabled to be an independent individual. Here dignity was a keyword in our 
findings either expressed in similar terms or directly as this quote illustrates:  
“You need to understand that we do not like it to take salary every couple of weeks to eat and live 
and do nothing. It is a dignity thing. We don’t like it. One of the reasons I want my papers to finish 
is because I want to work. And I know a lot of people here are like that. No one wants to just take 
money without doing anything.” (Aida, Annex 1: 24) 
Access to employment was a vital concern repeated throughout the interviews. In general the per-
sonal drive and desire to work was articulated in different contexts, but clearly emphasising the 
individual and societal importance of work. Our findings clearly indicate the potential impacts of 
not being utilised in Danish society and point to how recognition of the skills and qualifications 
amongst refugees in general should be considered crucial for the individual refugees as well as for 
the social and economic sustainability of the host society.  
In a broader perspective the need to further include refugees in economic activities has been ad-
dressed by Zetter (2014) arguing that refugees in developing countries also need to be considered as 
agents for development. Recognising the potentials and aspirations amongst refugees to become 
active contributors to the society they live in, thus becomes crucial for restoring dignity and agency 
amongst refugees and to mitigate the negative impacts of displacement in hosting societies (Zetter 
2014: 2, 11). 
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When seeking to understand what is behind the label of refugees, we need to be aware of the multi-
dimensional and contrasting experiences and identities at play. Here we argue that the ambiguity in 
self-labelling and as well as various ways of identifying with the refugee label are a central concern 
for negotiating an individual and collective identity. Our findings indicate how people both accept 
the label when related to positive attributes and a sympathetic group understanding, whilst rejecting 
the stigma related to attributes of being a victim, a burden, or a threat. During our fieldwork we 
observed how the positive framing of the individual and collective resources amongst refugees was 
of key concern for people labelled ‘refugee’. This was however contrasted by notions of the deviant 
‘other refugee’. This illustrates how constructions of  ‘them’ and ‘us’ not only exist between refu-
gees and a hosting society, but certainly also internally amongst diverse groups of people catego-
rised as refugees. Despite the experiences of negative stereotypes and hardship, we argue that the 
interviewees’ ability to reframe the negativity in terms of agency, ambitions and social responsibil-
ity are more interesting for further discussion.  
Here we consider our findings related to coping strategies central, since they illustrate the complex 
dualisms of hope and despair, capabilities and obstacles, gratitude and resentment. The different 
coping strategies identified in this chapter point to the importance of addressing the negative impli-
cations for people seeking asylum in Denmark, but also depict the agency and resilience amongst 
people in precarious situations. The collective and individual desire amongst the interviewees to be 
seen as a resource to the Danish society and to find suitable employment, calls for further consid-
eration on how to utilise the capacities amongst refugee populations.  
Our focus on a group of refugees, defined by their resources and with academic backgrounds, 
should be taken into consideration in regards to the utility of our findings related to less privileged 
groups of refugees. Still, we believe that our findings pose a potential in broader debates about the 
experiences, aspirations and potentials amongst refugee populations and stress the need to consider 
how to include the capabilities amongst refugees more directly in research as well as public policy. 
If host countries such as Denmark fail to include the new groups of refugees arriving on our door-
step, we have to consider the social and economic consequences for the individuals remaining de-
pendent on public services as well as for the hosting societies. Despite the vast differences and con-
textual dependencies we argue that there exists a need to explore the potential amongst refugees and 
that this issue transcends national borders and typical North-South divides.  
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In the first part of the analysis we explored personal narratives and the implications for people be-
ing labelled ‘refugee’ and illustrated how these experiences were interlinked with societal, bureau-
cratic and political dimensions of labelling. In this part of the analysis we address the question of 
how the findings of part I relate to: the general issue of turning the refugee burden into a resource 
in developed as well as developing nations. To contextualise these findings in a broader perspective 
of forced migration and the implications for development we have to understand the politics of la-
belling. In this part of the analysis we explore macro narratives of the refugee burden and the issue 
of how labelling and framing affects the way forced migration is addressed as a problem of social, 
economic and security dimensions. Throughout the chapter we draw parallels and discuss differ-
ences between issues and approaches within developed as well as developing countries. This ap-
proach allows us to draw parallels transcending the characteristic North-South divide. First, we ex-
plore how the volume and complexity of mixed-migratory movements is interconnected with new 
categories of the ‘undeserving’. Second, we argue how the process of securitization, related to per-
ceptions of refugees as a threat to national sovereignty and security, pose severe challenges to the 
international refugee protection regime. In the third section, we discuss the potentials of reframing 
the refugee burden as a resource for development. Finally building on this argument, we critically 
examine the potentials and pitfalls of the contemporary agenda for a new aid architecture, promoted 
by central agencies of refugee and development aid.  
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Moncrieffe (2007) highlights how issues framed in a certain way affect the legitimacy of action or 
non-action. Here labels become an instrument to categorise people to reflect the framing of a certain 
issue or addressing a particular problem (Moncrieffe 2007: 1-2). Consequently institutional and 
political framing can become subject to a process of power struggle, critical in securing “hegemonic 
meanings and values” (Moncrieffe 2007: 2). The struggle over which labels that should be consid-
ered appropriate and legitimate saturates academic, institutional and political debates reflecting the 
complexity of forced migration and the framing of the current situation in terms of catastrophic 
measures. It is indeed a relevant time in history to examine how the international society and differ-
ent geographic regions seek to address the issues of forced displacement and how the crisis affects 
our understanding of citizenship, sovereign borders, and international solidarity. 
We are living in a time with the highest number of people fleeing war and violent conflict since 
World War II – a situation described as the worst refugee crisis in our time (Guterres 26/2 2015). 
This places enormous pressure on refugee hosting nations, aid agencies and international institu-
tions, which poses serious challenges to the international refugee protection regime. The complexity 
of global migration today further complicates the process of categorising migrants as ‘voluntary’ or 
‘forced’, due to intertwined motives of “fears, hopes and aspirations” driving people across bor-
ders (Crisp & Dessalegne 2002: 8). Economic globalisation, new technologies, conflicts, and global 
injustice all contribute to the significant increases in international migration, as part of the phenom-
ena of how “human mobility is growing in scale, scope and complexity” (Crisp 2008: 3).  
As Zetter argues it becomes increasingly challenging to distinguish between the different labels 
which migrants claim and in this context also the various labels assigned to migrants and refugees. 
According to Zetter, new and fragmented refugee labels emerged as a response to the complexity 
and increasing scale of forced and voluntary migration. Here the widespread view of Europe as the 
destination of an unsustainable number of refugees and migrants was a central force in the prolifera-
tion of new labels and restrictive migration policies (Zetter 2007: 177-79). This can further be relat-
ed to how the perception of mixed-migratory movements as a problem mainly of South-North mi-
gration conceals the reality of the global phenomenon, affecting countries in South in similar if not 
more ways than in the North (Crisp 2007: 6-7).  
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With the increased mixed-migratory movements, labelling again becomes an important measure of 
control: “In the minds of policy makers and immigration officials it is necessary to fragment and 
make clear cut labels and categories of the often complex mix of reasons why people migrate and 
migrate between labels — the so called asylum–migration nexus.” (Zetter 2007: 178). 
When addressing issues of refugee labelling, we cannot fully comprehend the various interests and 
dimensions at play without exploring the complexity of mixed-migratory movements. Two central 
issues complicate a simple divide between refugees and non-refugees, which affect public opinion 
of asylum-migration issues and certainly also the refugee protection regime.  
First, we have to consider how motives for migration, such as economic despair, violation of rights 
and vast uncertainties of life in developing countries, (Crisp 2007: 6-7) often overlap with those 
fleeing violent conflicts and persecution. Escaping economic despair and injustice is however not a 
legitimate claim for protection under international law. Therefore ensuring ways to exclude vast 
groups of migrants from gaining the rights and entitlements of refugee status is perceived as crucial 
if states want to maintain a nation-orientated protection regime, protecting the sovereignty of the 
nation state.  
Second, people fleeing war and conflict increasingly make use of the same irregular routes and 
means of transport as other groups of migrants as a result of increased border protection and vast 
limitation of legal entryways (Crisp & Dessalegne 2002: 2). These irregular and dangerous routes 
involve costly services provided by human smugglers, which due to their irregular nature may also 
criminalise those resorting to the use these services (Grove & Zwi 2006: 1934). Here we also have 
to consider how the label ‘refugee’ becomes a struggle over legitimacy and ‘genuine’ refugee 
claims in a time where other forms of migrants may also seek to use asylum as gateways to Europe.  
According to Feller (2005) it is dangerous to confuse the lines that distinguish ‘migrant’ and ‘refu-
gee’ in a time preoccupied with national security, as the distinction between migration control and 
refugee protection becomes blurred. Feller further agues how the misleading perceptions of who 
refugees are, and why they come are “fuelled by confusing refugees and migrants” (Feller 2005: 
28). Consequently, this affects public confidence in asylum procedures reducing the likelihood of 
gaining popular support for refugee protection and responsibility sharing. 
As argued by Crisp and Dessalegne (2002) the confusion is often intentionally generated for politi-
cal reasons both in developed and developing countries (Crisp & Dessalegne 2002: 2). 
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The danger of confused categories and the importance of ‘correct’ terminology were mirrored in the 
interviews with the representatives from Danish Red Cross, UNHCR, Danida and Danish Refugee 
Council (Annex 2). As the Head of Communications and Private Sector Fundraising at Danish Ref-
ugee Council, Peter Herman Kamph pointed to how the confusion creates mixed categories, blur-
ring the differences: ”In Denmark we often have a tendency to say ’refugee-immigrant-foreigner’ 
basically as one word.” (Kamph, Annex 2: 24). This tendency evidently flourishes in political dis-
course as argued by Crisp & Dessalegne (2002), but it is certainly also a constructed image, main-
tained by the media’s arbitrary use of terms such as ‘boat refugee’ and ‘illegal refugee’. DR, one of 
the biggest news outlets in Denmark, provided a clear example of this distorted nomenclature. In an 
online article with a headline describing how “130 refugees died on the Mediterranean Sea”, the 
following terms were used in a one-page article, referring to the same group of people: ‘130 illegal 
migrants’, ‘130 illegal refugees’. And finally referring to ‘more than 90.000 illegal immigrants and 
boat refugees’ (dr.dk 3/10 2014).  
The example illustrates a more general tendency of how the term ‘illegal’ has gained space in popu-
lar discourse, often without critical reflection on the agenda behind the framing. The confusion and 
distorted use of the terms does however also reflect the complex and dynamic dimension of mixed-
migration movements. The changing dynamics of the sea arrivals to the coasts of Italy and Greece 
was a topic also addressed by Thomas Thomsen, the representative from Danida. He explained how 
Syrians last year had been at the top of the list of irregular arrivals, but due to increased visa re-
striction in neighbouring countries, it is now other groups of migrants who cannot qualify for inter-
national protection. These other groups of migrants come from countries such as Gambia, Senegal 
and Nigeria and they are using the same irregular routes to Europe as the people who seek asylum. 
These groups of migrants are typically motivated by economic reasons and are thus not qualified for 
international protection as also emphasised by Thomas Thomsen:  
“They have nothing to do with asylum seekers or refugees, nothing at all. They are economic mi-
grants. And then there are some who call them illegal, which is a strange term. The discourse about 
illegal migrants is truly problematic. So yes the terminology is a mess and to call them ‘boat refu-
gees’ that is just completely off.” (Thomsen, Annex 2: 34) 
The complexity of ensuring protection of those with right to international protection can with the 
mixed-migratory movements be hard to separate from people seeking to use asylum as an entry for 
other forms of migration. On the contrary the general obligations to protect people in vulnerable 
situations further complicate the position of the migrants falling outside the refugee category.  
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UNHCR adopted the concept of the asylum-migration nexus to address these issues. The asylum-
migration nexus is widely used in policy and scholarly work, to describe the complex connection 
and division of the phenomena of asylum-migration. This concept was however, replaced with 
terms of ‘refugee protection’ and ‘durable solutions’ related to more positive associations. Crisp 
(2008) describes UNHCR’s change in terminology as an active move away from the negative and 
political implication linked to the concept. According to Crisp the nexus had become too closely 
associated with a Western agenda, focusing on border protection and South-to-North migration. 
Consequently the nexus came to neglect the aspects of South-to-South migration and how the vast 
majority of refugee populations are contained in the South. This illustrates the power and struggle 
over labels amongst bureaucratic institutions and policy makers seeking to influence the framing of 
asylum and migration, reflecting what Moncrieffe (2007) describes as the power of labelling. Here 
in particular the contamination of the concept of asylum, reflects how  ‘asylum’ and in particular 
‘asylum seekers’ increasingly become framed as a problem. According to Crisp it is a fact that these 
words, today mainly have negative connotations in the minds of policy makers and the public; a 
tendency particularly widespread in more wealthy regions of the world (Crisp 2008: 2).  
 
This section has explored how current challenges of coping with the arrivals from major refugee 
producing nations are further complicated by the increased complexity of mixed-migratory move-
ments. This mixed demographic of the boat arrivals adds to the desire to separate those who qualify 
for international protection from those who do not. As Zetter (2007) argues, attempts to manage the 
mixed-migratory movements and restrict access to refugee protection, has resulted in a fragmenta-
tion of the refugee label with new temporary protection labels and categories of the undeserving 
(Zetter 2007: 188-189). This is also reflected in the distorted nomenclature in popular discourse. 
Consequently the lines that distinguish the difference between a migrant and a refugee become 
blurred. The consequence of the confusion over these groups of people and their different reasons to 
move become critical for the protection of refugees when these people are being influenced by re-
stricted migrant control. We may consider whether the arbitrary use of terms and over-generalised 
categories pose a danger for the people with right to international protection. 
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This section seeks to elaborate on how a politicized and securitized climate is influencing the way 
in which the current refugee crisis is managed. We highlight how the constructions and perceptions 
of refugees and more broadly migrants as unwelcome guests are a tendency, emerging within the 
migration-security nexus. Security is as indicated in the term a key concern for states seeking to 
manage and control migration – a tendency we will explore in the first part of this section. Second, 
we examine the consequences of the securitized climate that dominates the refugee and migration 
environment in relation to how it devalues the international protection regime. The political climate 
saturated by hostility, resistance towards accepting refugees and security concerns, will finally be 
linked to how this shrinks the space of action for agencies and organisations, seeking to promote the 
rights of refugees.  
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Securitization is defined by Ole Wæver, as a process where a given issue has been constructed as a 
threat to security. When certain developments or issues have been constructed as security problems 
it creates legitimacy for states to use extraordinary measures to address these issues (Wæver 2013: 
151-152). There is however a substantial difference between the concepts of securitization and po-
liticization, which requires a conceptual distinction. Wæver, Buzan and de Wilde (2013) argue that 
any public issue can be constructed as a security matter. Any public issue can thus develop from 
being perceived as a concern of non-political character to become politicized and then potentially 
securitized (Buzan et al. 2013: 183-184).   
The migration-security nexus becomes relevant in this relationship as it refers to the securitization 
of migration issues where international migration is anticipated as a threat to national security. In-
ternational migration movements are increasingly being perceived as security threats to political 
independence, territorial integrity, the economy as well as a threat to cultural identity, social cohe-
sion and stability (Nyberg Sørensen 2012: 66). The economic concerns about hosting refugees, in 
particular, have been widely used by European countries as an argument to legitimate reluctance 
towards accepting refugees (Zetter 2014: 2). Another argument promoted by European countries is 
to help refugees in neighbouring areas to the conflicts instead of accepting a bigger portion of asy-
lum seekers to Europe. The economic argument behind this strategy is to put refugees at a distance 
as it costs less money to help refugees in developing countries than hosting them in Europe 
(fyens.dk 9/10 2014, politiken.dk 9/6 2015).  
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It is interesting to note that it is Northern liberal democracies that have been promoting the security 
stance towards international migration, even though it is the global South that hosts the largest per-
centage of the world’s refugees and migrants. This is not to indicate that countries in the global 
South refrain from framing migration as security threat. The tendency of seeing refugees as a threat 
to hosting nations’ security is to a great extent also present in the global South (Hammerstad 2011: 
237). The representative from Danida used Kenya as an example to highlight the general tendency 
of governments to present refugees as a security threat, both directly to security and to local em-
ployment. Thomsen further argues that when only tackling refugees as issues of social, economic 
and security matters it implicates the possibilities of finding durable solutions (Thomsen, Annex 2: 
37). The Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya has been subject to restrictive policies of non-integration 
(Jaji 2011: 221) but Thomsen indicated how development policies and research promoting the 
 development potentials of refugees could potentially reframe the issue:  
”To the extent that we can document that the reality is different [refugees not being a threat] we can 
perhaps push states in the right direction. It almost happened in Kenya, but then it so happens that 
Kenya is hit by a terrorist attack by al-Shabaab. The interesting thing is whom it actually was that 
took part of this. ‘Was it refugees?’ No, the one caught was Kenyan Somali. In other words this was 
an internal political problem for internal affairs in Kenya. But it is the refugees who were held re-
sponsible for it. It is very often that refugees are being used as a political tool because they are not 
part of the electorate.“ (Thomsen, Annex 2: 33)  
Referring to political outrage following the April 2015 terror attacks in Kenya, Thomsen as illus-
trated in the quote indicated how the tragedy of the attack could be used politically drawing on mis-
leading conclusions, but with serious implications for the refugees in Kenya. This issue reflects the 
similar argument of Crisp and Dessalegne (2002) highlighting the intentional misleading of refugee 
issues for political gains, where refugees become the ideal scapegoats for politicians (Crisp & Des-
salegne 2002: 2). An unmistakable, but often neglected parallel between developing and developed 
countries is implicated in the political incentive of framing refugees in security terms. Here as stat-
ed by Kenya’s Deputy President, William Ruto announcing the goal of closing the Dadaab camp: 
“We have asked the UNHCR to relocate the refugees in three months, failure to which we shall 
relocate them ourselves. (…) The way America changed after 9/11 is the way Kenya will change 
after Garissa [the terror attack of 2nd April] (…) We must secure this country at whatever cost.” 
(aljazeera.com 11/4 2015) 
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As the Kenyan example illustrates, refugees often become ideal scapegoats for politicians. It is 
however a political tendency, beyond geographic regions since it certainly also reflects the way 
refugees and migrants in general have become scapegoats in Denmark. The fear of terror has in 
popular language often become equivalent with Islamic fundamentalism, which further affect the 
hostile stand towards Muslim migrants and refugees in particular. A tendency clearly reflected in 
the Danish debate after the recent attack in Copenhagen and the growing support for the right-wing 
Danish People’s Party (politiken.dk 13/1 2015). The quote from Kenya’s Deputy President further 
illustrates the pervasiveness of the security discourse, as it can lead to states’ implementation of 
emergency measures (Buzan et al. 2013: 183-184). Seidman-Zager (2010) points to a tendency to 
over-securitize asylum seekers and refugees to a disproportionate extent. The consequences of over-
securitization have potential implications for both refugees and the populations in refugee receiving 
societies because fear is induced (Seidman-Zager 2010: 4). Thomas Faist furthermore argues that 
depiction of security threats connected to international migration has become “a convenient refer-
ence point for unspecific fears.” (Faist 2006: 105).  
This tendency is further intensified when international migration is linked to terrorism, which be-
came a common construction after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States (Faist 2006: 109). 
We argue, along with the points made by Nyberg Sørensen (2012), that the terrorist attacks on the 
United States in combination with additional attacks in Western countries such as Spain (2004), the 
United Kingdom (2005) and the recent attacks in Paris and Denmark (2015) have constituted the 
Western-orientated climate of insecurity and fear leading to a securitization of the discourses, poli-
cies and practices towards migrants and refugees (Nyberg Sørensen 2012: 63). This development 
has evidently led to a deterioration of the international protection regime as will be discussed in the 
following section. The numerous terror attacks in countries such as Kenya, Somalia, India, Pakistan 
and Afghanistan clearly also feed into a global climate of insecurity (Institute for Economics & 
Peace 2014: 2). But despite what could be considered more regular security concerns in these coun-
tries, there is a preoccupation in the North with threats against Western liberal-democracies.  
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The leading advocate to ensure the commitment to the international protection regime is UNHCR. 
For UNHCR to ensure that no refugee in search of asylum is denied the rights and benefits connect-
ed to the legal protection status requires commitment from states to accede to the legislation of in-
ternational and regional protection regimes (Türk & Dowd 2014: 278).  
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There are nonetheless many examples where states have, and currently are, refraining from living 
up to international law and treaties. The international climate of securitization and politics of fear is 
undermining the international protection regime as Karolina Lindholm Billing, representative from 
UNHCR, implies in the following quote:   
“The increasing xenophobia, racism and intolerance that we are seeing in many countries in Eu-
rope is clearly affecting refugees ability to find protection in these countries and their ability to 
integrate. As a result, some feel compelled to make another forced movement, onwards to another 
European country, in search of protection and a welcoming, non-discriminatory environment.” 
(Billing, Annex 2: 44)  
The juxtaposition of refugees and security threats has led to a restrictive protection climate especial-
ly in Europe. Restrictive border practices, inadequate reception conditions, backlogs in asylum pro-
cedures, barriers to family reunification and excessive use of detention are examples of how the 
international protection of refugees has deteriorated and the possibilities for refugees to find protec-
tion limited (UNHCR 2014b: 18).  
The hostile political climate that constitutes the frame, possibilities and obstacles for refugee pro-
tection is widely acknowledged to be a challenge for the organisations and institutions we have 
been in contact with. Representatives from Danish Red Cross, Danish Refugee Council, Danida and 
UNHCR all emphasised how their work is highly influenced by political matters, which are tied to 
the refugee label and the people behind the label. This is related to how refugees are increasingly 
being perceived as an economic burden and a potential threat to security. This certainly complicates 
the working environment of the organisations and institutions we interviewed in promoting the 
rights and protection of refugees (Annex 2, Nørskov: 4, Kamph: 24). This tendency reflects Zetter’s 
argument (2007) of how governments in the global North have come to challenge the positions of 
humanitarian organisations as the preeminent agency regarding the management of refugees (Zetter 
2007: 174). The contemporary era of the politicized refugee label defined by Zetter corresponds to 
the concerns raised by UNHCR, Danish Red Cross and Danish Refugee Council. Klaus Nørskov 
from Danish Red Cross emphasised the difficult working environment in which refugees constitute 
a ‘politically explosive’ issue. This issue affects the means of communication, since Danish Red 
Cross has to be very careful in its communication about refugees in order not to lose public support:  
“It is obvious, that if you are working with such a politically explosive topic such as refugees and 
asylum it will be challenging (…) and we certainly have to be careful of how we phrase these 
things.” (Nørskov, Annex 2: 4)  
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In all three interviews the intuitional framing in non-political terms reflected how these three central 
actors of humanitarian refugee assistance and refugee advocacy actively seek to construct an image 
of an impartial, non-political agency. This was in particular stressed during the interviews with Red 
Cross (Nørskov, Annex 2: 5) and Danish Refugee Council: “It is very important for me to say that 
Danish Refugee Council is distinctly occupied with insisting to be objective, neutral and non-
political.” (Kamph, Annex 2: 15).  
The institutional framing of the non-political role as advocates of international law illustrates more 
than a ‘neutral’ and pragmatic approach. First, the position or framing as a-political contrasts with 
the highly politicized and in their own words politically explosive field of refugees and asylum. A 
common component of UNHCR, Danish Red Cross and Danish Refugee Council is their position of 
speaking on behalf of refugees and their right to have rights (Annex 2). First, we would argue that 
in a global, shrinking space for advocating for political rights of refugees, the position of speaking 
on behalf of refugees becomes increasingly politically marginalized as ‘leftwing’ or ‘progressive’. 
This is reflected in studies illustrating how the nationalist right-wing is gaining political momentum 
in Denmark (Lindekilde 2014: 381). Second, it is up for debate whether the ‘soft law’ of the inter-
national refugee protection regime should be considered neutral, since it is normative in its nature, 
and formed, developed and expanded in the very political context of human mobility.  
The framing of refugees as an issue of security has implications for the possible solutions presented 
and concealed in this framing. The space for refugee advocacies is shrinking, as refugees have be-
come matters of politicization and security, which reduces their chances of influencing policy mat-
ters. The consequences of mixed migratory movements, over-generalized categorisations and con-
structed labels of deviance, do inevitably constitute serious obstacles to finding durable solutions 
and addressing the most drastic needs of the current refugee crisis. Finding possible solutions to 
address the refugee crisis is utterly needed and will thus be discussed in the following final parts of 
the analysis.  
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The tendency to look at refugees primarily as a burden is linked both to the socio-economic and 
also to security concerns of refugee hosting nations, but also to the way humanitarian praxis has 
tended to portray refugees as dependent victims. Zetter argues how the shift towards recognising the 
agency of displaced people in humanitarian practice has been driven by the extended critique from 
research and a fundamental re-evaluation of humanitarian principles. By drawing on the concept of 
agency the forcibly displaced become more visible as economic actors, actively seeking to improve 
their livelihood situation (Zetter 2014: 4). From this perspective we may consider the potential of 
reframing the refugee burden. A more positive framing focusing on rights and resources appears 
critical both in relation to how the individual refugee is perceived and in a broader perspective of 
how refugees are framed as a problem at a political level. In this section we argue how refugees 
should not only be addressed as a problem, but also as people with potential for development. By 
introducing the debate related to the migration-development nexus we argue for the need to see the 
development potential of forced migration both in developed and developing nations. Finally we 
critically discuss the implications of the new forced migration-development agenda, promoted by 
central agencies of refugee and development aid, and raise the question of the utility of the alterna-
tive framing given the vast challenges related to current refugee crisis.  
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The framing of refugees primarily as a problem conceals alternative, and less developed approaches 
for refugee hosting societies. Scholars such as Zetter (2014) Koppenberg (2012) and Nyberg Søren-
sen (2003) all emphasise the urgency to recognise not only the challenges, but also the development 
opportunities of forced displacement (Zetter 2014: 1, 6). The genuine concerns of refugee hosting 
nations should not be neglected since displacement often comes with negative economic, political 
and environmental impacts (Zetter 2014: 2). Therefore the challenges related to utilising the devel-
opment potential amongst displaced populations, require targeted policies and practices (Koppen-
berg 2012: 89). How to address the potential does however stand as a great challenge both for major 
refugee hosting nations in Africa, Asia and the Middle East, but certainly also for Western countries 
such as Denmark.  
When discussing the need to further utilise the potential amongst refugees it has to be seen in the 
context of the various negative social, political and economic impacts of forced displacement. The 
negative impacts are often closely linked to the initial stages of forced displacement, both for the 
refugee-receiving country and the refugees’ country of origin.  
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For the country of origin the massive consequences of conflict and war often comes together with 
loss of economic capital and skilled labour (Nyberg Sørensen et al. 2003: 15). Refugee hosting 
countries are usually also affected by short term damaging effects in terms of the resources allocat-
ed to deal with the arrivals of asylum seekers and hosting large refugee populations over a longer 
time. Over time, the impacts can however also become beneficial in terms of the human and eco-
nomic resources amongst refugee populations (Nyberg Sørensen et al. 2003: 15). The positive im-
pacts of forced displacement can also affect the countries of origin in terms of remittances, especial-
ly benefitting developing countries (Nyberg Sørensen et al. 2003: 19). The negative and positive 
economic impacts of migration, described as the migration-development nexus illustrate the com-
plex interplay between migration and development. It is not a new tendency to link migration to not 
only negative, but also to positive impacts on development, but the nexus rarely includes forced 
migration. Like Zetter (2014), Koppenberg (2012) highlights how forced migration is often forgot-
ten or excluded from policy debates about migration and development, because forced migrants are 
primarily considered as victims in need of protection (Koppenberg 2012: 78). The inclusion of 
forced migration in debates about development is however an emerging field and can, according to 
Koppenberg, bring focus to how forced migrants can become actors of development, despite the 
challenges this entails and the apparent vulnerability of people in search of protection (Koppenberg 
2012: 78-79).  
The need to address the development potential of forced migrants corresponds to the personal ac-
counts of the nine refugees we interviewed. Here we illustrated how the interviewees claimed the 
right to be treated as autonomous individuals with resources and capacities and not as vulnerable 
victims deserving our pity. To see refugees as potential agents of change, and not only as problems 
for a hosting nation, it is crucial to address and potentially reduce the negative impacts of the cur-
rent pressure on refugee hosting nations. To be treated as a burden or a victim can further limit the 
individual refugees’ scope of action, and as our findings indicated, have a negative affect on refu-
gees’ willingness to integrate in a hosting society. Our empirical findings feed into a broader dis-
cussion about how to utilise the resources of refugees, which often relates to how refugee popula-
tions are subject to a restricted set of rights, rather than fully included as citizens.  
The Danida representative raised a similar point about how refugees often become locked in a role 
as a passive recipient due to the lack of rights and access to the formal labour market. Thomsen 
highlighted how refugees without access to working rights, often become part of the illegal work-
force, or become fully dependent on humanitarian aid (Thomas, Annex 2: 30).  
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In this context both Zetter (2014) and the Danida representative stressed the urgency for strategic 
approaches to address the potential amongst refugees to mitigate the adverse human, political and 
economic costs of massive refugee populations (Zetter 2014: 1-2): 
“It is about maximising the potentially positive effects and minimise the burden impact that certain-
ly also are connected to refugees. But the burden will only become bigger if you keep them [refu-
gees] in dependency at the same time as the humanitarian aid is decreasing.” (Thomsen, Annex 2: 
31). 
In this quote Thomsen also points to the issue of decreasing humanitarian aid, which was a concern 
also raised by Danish Red Cross and Danish Refugee Council (Annex 2). In light of the vast pres-
sure on hosting nations, the international society and aid agencies to address the most basic needs of 
the world’s displaced populations, it becomes essential to find more sustainable solutions. Despite 
perceptions of refugees as merely a burden, Zetter highlight how studies have shown that the posi-
tive impacts of hosting refugees in some ways can outweigh the negative. Even studies in the Da-
daab refugee camp in Kenya indicate this tendency (Zetter 2014: 12). Studies from Tanzania further 
show the interplay of positive and negative effects on hosting nations. Here the example that Zetter 
introduces also depicts an important aspect of how the positive and negative economic impacts can 
be unevenly distributed. This should be a crucial aspect to consider when addressing issues of hos-
tility in refugee hosting societies since it may be people already in precarious situations pressured 
further by refugee populations. Zetter draws on the case of Tanzania to discuss the positive impacts 
of supporting refugees in becoming self-sufficient, but also the uneven distribution of costs and 
gains. Here the economic gains were in favour of those already with some economic capital, bene-
fitting from cheaper refugee labour and increased demand on goods, while Tanzanians on fixed 
incomes were negatively affected by increases in the cost of living and day workers by the growing 
competition for work (Zetter 2014: 13). This is a concern worth addressing more thoroughly and 
clearly with some parallels to the growing anti refugee and immigrant sentiment in Europe, which 
cannot be completely separated from economic concerns and competition for jobs. On the contrary, 
impacts of migration for example in regards to highly skilled labour can also affect Europe in posi-
tive ways, and perhaps we should include groups of refugees in the category of highly skilled labour 
as well. As our findings indicated, amongst the refugees coming to Denmark in recent years, there 
are many well-educated refugees eager to build a career in Denmark.  
This aspect was also raised by UNHCR representative, Karolina Lindholm Billing. Billing de-
scribed how UNHCR advocate for an inclusion of refugees in considerations about labour migration 
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and argued that we should “(…) look at the refugees that come as one important source of labour 
(…) Sometimes they [refugees] are perceived mainly as a burden and as a cost and not seen as a 
resource; a human resource and a resource in terms of skills and labour which of course they are”. 
(Billing, Annex 2: 47)  
Koppenberg (2012) argues in similar terms how the exclusion of forced migrants from the migra-
tion and development debate relates to the perception of refugees as victims and the gap between 
the concepts of humanitarian action and development aid (Koppenberg 2012: 8). 
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Building on the thoughts represented within the migration-development nexus UNHCR have be-
come a leading advocate for a new aid architecture, bridging the gap between humanitarian and 
development aid and practices. The main argument is that there is an urgent need to reframe and 
rethink the solutions to the global refugee crisis. UNHCR stresses that forced displacement cannot 
solely be addressed as a humanitarian concern, but needs to include development actors and long-
term solutions (3RP: 6). This is supported by Zetter (2014): “there is a gathering momentum to 
bridge the ‘humanitarian-development’ divide” that despite the conceptual distinction between hu-
manitarian aid and development aid, can address the need to further integrate development policies 
in response to forced displacement (Zetter 2014: 2). The representative from Danida also presented 
the current crisis as a momentum for new approaches referring to the Solutions Alliance initiative: 
“We are leading in an international initiative that exactly aims to break down the divide between 
humanitarian aid and development aid. The goal is to work for more long-term development and 
solutions orientated strategies in handling the refugee crisis. In this we particularly try to get the 
development actors such as Danida, UNDP and the Word Bank involved.” (Thomsen, Annex 2: 28) 
As the new agenda indicates there appears to be an urgency to rethink the gap between development 
and humanitarian responses to ensure that protracted situations of displacement do not remain in a 
situation of humanitarian emergency, solely dependent on aid. The Syrian crisis clearly stands as an 
example of how both humanitarian and development approaches are needed. This is the context in 
which the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) has been developed. The plan was devel-
oped in response to the Syrian crisis, which represents the paradigm shift that brings efforts or hu-
manitarian and development capacities together (3RP: 6). 
Bridging the gap is however not without challenges since the diverse set of humanitarian and devel-
opment actors in the field may have conflicting interests and perceptions of how funding should be 
allocated (Zetter 2014: 2).  
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In our interview with the Danish Red Cross representative, this debate was also indicated as an in-
ternal discussion amongst development and humanitarian actors in Denmark, also illustrated in how 
Danish Red Cross argues for a need “to prioritise the funding in the direction of the humanitarian 
aid.” (Nørskov, Annex 2: 13).  
The agenda of reframing the refugee burden in terms of development should, despite its sympathet-
ic project, be subject to some critical questions. Despite the clear need for a more socially, ethically 
and economically sustainable approach countering the hostility and increased unwillingness to share 
the responsibility to protect the world’s forcibly displaced people, we need to consider the possible 
implications of this new agenda.  
First, it is worth considering if a reframing will mitigate the vast challenges to the soft law of the 
refugee regime and the pressure on UNHCR’s mandate in the light of the unwillingness of many 
states to increase their intake of refugees. Will UNHCR be capable of being a leading actor in these 
new initiatives? This brings us to a second question of which powerful actors will be the main force 
behind a development agenda focused on economic sustainability and increased private market in-
terests. Zetter describes how market-based principles have powerful resonance, with private corpo-
rate interests expanding their role as humanitarian-development actors (Zetter 2014: 4-5). Since one 
could argue that many of today’s problems of human inequality and conflict are linked to the neo-
liberal global economy it is worth considering what consequences a market-based approach imply 
in the field of forced displacement. Here we should consider whether it is possible to create more 
sustainable solutions by working from a market-based approach, or if this will bring new unfore-
seen consequences.  
Finally in the light of the volume and critical stages of today’s refugee crisis we may consider if it is 
naïve to believe that we can discuss the positive impacts of refugees and forced migrants when na-
tions such as Lebanon are overwhelmed by the enormous refugee burden. Both the representatives 
from Danida and Danish Refugee Council called for seeing things in proportion in relation to the 
actual or perceived concern of a refugee burden. Here the context certainly differs greatly from the 
extreme case of Lebanon to nations hosting a much smaller percentage of the world’s refugees (An-
nex 2, Thomsen: 31, Kamph: 15). Still we may consider how to promote refugees’ right to be au-
tonomous and reduce their dependency on aid services without neglecting the actual burden and 
concern amongst hosting societies. This also relates to how the economic crisis fuels scepticism 
towards migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. With global competition for work the economic 
potential of refugees is not necessarily seen as a positive feature in hosting societies with massive 
competition for work.  
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This raises an interesting point for further discussion since the hostility towards immigrants and 
refugees often becomes linked to people from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Yet with the 
arrival of a large group of well-educated and ambitious refugees this may have implications for ac-
ademic competition for jobs as well. It is worth considering if this will change the dynamics of soli-
darity and openness towards including these highly skilled refugees in the Danish workforce; who 
will become the winners and the losers if countries like Denmark manage to utilise the potential of 
the new refugees? And in which way should we seek to mitigate negative impacts and bring forth 
the positive? Regardless of what the answers might be, it is crucial for economic and social sustain-
ability to include refugees as active participants in hosting societies. In other words this can be said, 
with the direct voice of two refugees in this study:  
 
“I think the government have to use these people; the power and energy of these people.” (Maggie, 
Annex 1: 74).  
“Denmark has to be more active in sense of utilising people and getting past this stupid rhetoric 
about ‘what refugees are?’ (…) Then you get to the real issues of how can we utilise them, how can 
we work with them? And then we get past these labels of whether they are a victim or a leech. We 
get to the real issue, which is that we want to treat them as citizens or as residents or whatever you 
want to call it, with qualifications, with things that can contribute or not contribute to society.” 
(Jamal, Annex 1: 95) 
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In the second part of the analysis we have explored the challenges and potentials of reframing the 
refugee burden in terms of resources and rights.  
Firstly, we examined the implications of bureaucratic and political framing and labelling of refu-
gees and migrants. Here we argued how hosting nations desire to control and limit certain forms of 
migration, together with complex mixed-migratory movements, fuels the fragmentation of refugee 
labels. The irregular character of which many refugees and migrants enter Europe today further 
blurs the categories of ‘migrant’ and ‘refugee’. This is a distorted nomenclature that affects the gen-
eral legitimacy of refugee claims and the perception of refugees as suspicious until proven other-
wise. This tendency was clearly expressed in many of the interviewees’ experiences of being met 
with suspicion in the asylum system. We find that these tendencies limit the space of action for ref-
ugees and refugee advocates to promote a positive framing of refugees.  
Secondly, by applying concepts of politicization and securitization we illustrated how the reduced 
space for advocating for rights and protection of refugees are related to a climate of fear and hostili-
ty. This was a key concern raised by the representatives from Danida, UNHCR, Danish Red Cross 
and Danish Refugee Council, who all indicated how this increased hosting nations reluctance to-
wards securing the rights of refugees. The representative from Danida focused on how a reframing 
of the refugee burden in terms of economic resources and opportunities was negatively affected by 
the securitization of refugees in countries such as Kenya. This was an issue also related to promot-
ing rights and integration of refugees in Europe by the representative from UNHCR. In the first part 
of the analysis we argued how experiences of stigma and othering related to being perceived as a 
burden and a potential threat affected the interviewees identity and relation to the hosting society. 
This reflects the issues we raised of framing refugees as a threat to national sovereignty, economy, 
and security. Overall we find that the tendency to criminalise refugees and other migrants with the 
desire to exclude people from gaining refugee protection has led to severe challenges of promoting 
the rights of the legal and normative framework of the refugee regime.  
Thirdly, in relation to these challenges we addressed the need to reframe the refugee burden in 
terms of resources and potentials for development. Arguing for the need to consider refugees as 
agents of development, with individual and collective capabilities, we explored contemporary de-
bates related to reframing. Countering negative stereotypes of refugees appears crucial in the cur-
rent initiatives, which reflect the interviewees desire to be seen as resourceful, autonomous individ-
uals. Because refugees are often seen as either security threats, or victims in need of protection, the 
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resources amongst refugees often remain invisible and neglected. Central actors such as UNHCR, 
Danida, and the Solutions Alliance initiative promote the agenda of reframing the refugee burden in 
terms of economic potentials. This also includes a new aid architecture, bridging the gap between 
development aid and humanitarian aid. The on-going refugee crisis calls for united humanitarian 
responses and long-term development initiatives to mitigate the human and economic costs of 
forced displacement. We argued that the need to reframe and rethink the way we address refugee 
populations are both crucial for the individual refugee’s ability to regain a form of stability and au-
tonomy, and for the social and economic sustainability of hosting nations. Yet bridging the gap be-
tween development actors and humanitarian actors pose several challenges. It is not only a question 
of reframing and rethinking, but also a matter of contrasting perceptions of how to work with refu-
gees and vast competition for funding.  
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We are living in a time significantly affected by complex patterns of voluntary and forced human 
mobility, a time in which it is crucial to find ways to reduce the human suffering of forced dis-
placement. As a result of the on-going refugee crisis, there is immense pressure on the international 
society to mitigate the consequences, which further challenges the hospitality of refugee hosting 
societies. We claim that in this situation it becomes crucial to explore the potential amongst refu-
gees to become agents of development. Our findings contribute to research examining the value of 
personal accounts of refugees when addressing key challenges of forced displacement and devel-
opment.  
Using reflexive methodology, we explored the experiences related to being labelled ‘refugee’. 
Through interviews with nine refugees, of which the majority were still in the Danish asylum sys-
tem, we illustrated how being in the asylum system and being labelled as a refugee has several im-
plications for individual and collective identity. To understand the implications of labelling both for 
the individuals labelled, but also for the relation between refugees and a hosting society, we further 
examined the framing of refugees as a burden and a threat at a macro level. Here we highlighted 
parallel tendencies between developed and developing nations. From four interviews with repre-
sentatives from UNHCR, Danida, Danish Red Cross and Danish Refugee Council we compared and 
contrasted central challenges of refugee protection and positive framing. Finally, we discussed main 
potentials and challenges in reframing the refugee burden in terms of potentials, resources, and 
rights. Our reflexive approach that guided the production of knowledge enabled us to reflect criti-
cally on the use of theoretical concepts and the empirical field we have studied. This approach con-
tributed to various and at times contradictory findings, illustrating the contested concept of refugee 
labelling. Our epistemological stand reflects an understanding of reality and knowledge as socially 
constructed, determined by social contexts and processes, which allow us to explore the dynamics 
of hostility and hospitality related to constructions of a certain ‘kind of refugee’. 
The main objective of this thesis has been to explore the experiences of people behind the refugee 
label as well as how the label affects the ability to see potentials and resources amongst refugees. 
We have addressed this interest through the following problem formulation:  
What is behind the label of refugees in Denmark and how does this relate to the general issue of 
turning the refugee burden into a resource in developed as well as developing nations? 
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Guided by our problem formulation, we identified how various experiences amongst a group of 
refugees in Denmark reflect key challenges of forced displacement and development. Below we 
compare the findings of analysis part I and II through overlapping themes. We undertake this com-
parison through four themes: 1) The Power of Labelling 2) Stigma, Politicization, and Securitiza-
tion 3) Agency and Refugees as Actors of Development and 4) Challenges of Reframing the Refugee 
Burden.  
The Power of Labelling  
The concept of labelling facilitated an analysis exploring the social, political, and bureaucratic dy-
namics of refugee labelling. Our qualitative study emphasised the dynamic, contested, and at times 
contradictory aspects of labelling and self-labelling. Among the nine interviewees the refugee label 
was both claimed and rejected depending on its context and purpose. Here our findings are in 
agreement with other studies, illustrating how the label is claimed when associated with rights and 
legitimacy. Our findings also contribute with examples of how the refugee label can be claimed to 
restore or rebuild identity. We argue that a central aspect in this context is the construction of an 
empathetic group identity and the right to speak with a collective refugee voice. In contrast the label 
was rejected or reframed when it was experienced as over-generalising and stigmatising, concealing 
the differentiated experiences and individuals behind the label. By interviewing a group of refugees, 
of which two thirds did not have legal protection at the time of the interviews, we illustrated how 
the label affects people in various ways beyond the legal definition. We therefore argue that an ana-
lytical use of the term ‘refugee’ beyond the legal status is more appropriate for social research.  
The interviewees’ experiences of generalised and negative associations with the refugee label re-
flects a general tendency to frame refugees as unwanted. The interplay between social, economic, 
and political dimensions of labelling illustrates the power of labelling certain groups as ‘less deserv-
ing’ or ‘illegitimate’ refugees. This was reflected in the interviewees’ experiences of being met with 
suspicion either by the hosting society or by the immigration system. We argue that the hospitality 
of hosting nations is severely under pressure. Here we find that the tendency to fragment refugee 
labels, together with blurred refugee-migrant categories, fuels the suspicion towards refugees. 
Hence the struggle over which labels should be considered appropriate for policy and research are 
emphasised.  
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Stigma, Politicization, and Securitization 
To facilitate an analytical frame enabling us to understand how people labelled as refugees experi-
ence negative implications for their identity we applied Goffman’s concept of stigma. The prevail-
ing findings were that the interviewees in their desire to distance themselves from the negative at-
tributes of being a burden, or a threat, not only disclaimed or rejected these attributes connected to 
the refugee label, but also constructed a deviant ‘other refugee’ as an explanatory stereotype of the 
hostility towards refugees and migrants – a strategy to maintain their own personal identity by cre-
ating this category of a deviant ‘other refugee’. Another crucial finding was that the degrading ele-
ment of being reduced to an object for public sympathy and pity, influenced both the self-
perception of the interviewees and their scope of action. We argue that when looking at refugees 
primarily as a burden or a victim this acts to conceal the resources and resilience amongst refugees 
– a tendency linked to socio-economic and security concerns, but also linked to humanitarian prax-
is, which has tended to address refugees as dependent victims. 
We argue that framing of refugees as a problem and a threat to national sovereignty and security 
facilitates a move away from protection of refugees to protection from refugees. This tendency has 
led to a reduced space for refugee advocacy as stressed by the representatives from UNHCR, Dan-
ish Red Cross, and Danish Refugee Council. We have compelling reasons to conclude that the in-
creased hostility and fear affecting the political climate pose severe challenges to the international 
protection regime and those people who seek protection. While these aspects are a key concern, we 
need to remain reflective towards our theoretical and empirical concepts and findings, and be aware 
of the pervasiveness of concepts such as stigma and securitization. A narrow focus on stigma may 
conceal the agency of refugees while a too grand focus on securitization could make us overlook 
other prevalent representations of refugees. 
Agency and Refugees as Agents of Development 
Academic scholars often highlight the agency of refugees, as a key element for studies, but notions 
and definitions of agency are often limited. Guided by Giddens’ understanding of agency, our find-
ings indicate several ways that agency could be further explored, illuminating the resourcefulness 
and resilience amongst refugees. The most unexpected finding was the element of superiority re-
flected in the interviewees’ narratives and in the social interaction between interviewer and inter-
viewee. The superiority was apparent in the interviewees’ framing of high individual capabilities 
and by a reversed power imbalance in favour of the interviewees during the interviews.  
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This further illustrates the importance of remaining open to the field, which gave space to unantici-
pated findings in our research. Behind the refugee label we found nine strong individuals with vari-
ous differentiated experiences, but a commonality of strong agency, self-esteem, and social respon-
sibility.  
Our findings should stand as an encouragement to discuss the potential of refugees as agents of de-
velopment – a discussion we engaged in throughout the second part of the analysis. Our focus on 
reframing the refugee burden clarified the need to utilise the potential amongst refugees in search of 
sustainable and durable solutions to the refugee crisis. This finding is similar to how Zetter (2014) 
Koppenberg (2012) and Nyberg Sørensen (2003) highlight the development opportunities in forced 
displacement which refugee hosting nations, both developed and developing, could and should uti-
lise more. We are also well aware of the various negative social, political, and economic impacts of 
forced displacement. But it is crucial to move away from stereotypical images of refugees as bur-
dens and vulnerable victims to permit capable individuals to contribute and utilise their human and 
professional qualifications and resources. The collective and individual desire amongst the inter-
viewees to be seen as a resource to Danish society and to find suitable employment, calls for further 
consideration on how to utilise the capacities amongst refugee populations. If host countries such as 
Denmark fail to include these new groups of refugees arriving on our doorstep, we have to consider 
the social and economic consequences for the individuals remaining dependent on public services 
as well as the implications for hosting societies. We argue that despite vast differences between 
people in refugee situations and various contextual dependencies, there is a need to explore the po-
tential amongst refugees both in developed as well as developing hosting nations. This requires that 
refugees are included in development strategies and practices and are not merely viewed as a hu-
manitarian concern.  
Challenges of Reframing the Refugee Burden  
Our findings point to various challenges that limit refugees’ possibilities of becoming a resource for 
a hosting society. Despite the aspirations to become active members of the Danish society and la-
bour market, we found that there were several challenges related to fulfilling these ambitions.  
The time in the asylum system was clearly damaging the interviewee’s self-perception as autono-
mous and capable individuals. A key threat to identity was the experience of living a ’life on hold’. 
This was directly linked to the degrading experience of being dependent on others and not being 
seen as a resourceful individual. These experiences were generally linked to the precarious legal 
situation and indefinite waiting time that many refugees experience.  
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We therefore consider it crucial to limit the time refugees live ‘a life on hold’ to ensure that people 
can regain a form of stability and autonomy. A smaller group of the interviewees also expressed a 
strong resentment towards the bureaucratic immigration system, experienced as inhumane, arbi-
trary, and unjust, which further underlines how the asylum system may limit refugees’ motivation 
to contribute to a host society. On a more encouraging note, we identified different coping strategies 
including staying active and engaged in helping others, seeing the situation from the perspective of 
the hosting society, reclaiming the right to be seen as a ‘normal person’ and, finally, trajectories of a 
normal life with stability, work and family. These coping strategies illustrate how daily-life ap-
proaches can facilitate studies of agency and resilience amongst refugees.  
We show parallels between the interviewees’ challenges to become a resource and the general chal-
lenges of reframing the refugee burden. This relates to how refugees are perceived as well as to the 
complications of finding work in a competitive global economy. The economic dimension is indi-
cated in many of the issues raised in this thesis. We point to how the economic aspect may contrib-
ute to hosting societies reluctance to provide refugees with rights and opportunities to become part 
of the labour market. This further challenges the opportunities and perhaps willingness of political 
actors to reframe the refugee burden. The agenda promoted by Danida, Solutions Alliance, and 
UNHCR illustrates the growing need to find more socially and economically sustainable solutions 
to protracted displacement. We argue that this is closely linked to challenges of the shrinking space 
to secure the rights of refugees. 
Although the promotion of refugees’ rights and opportunities to become a resource is crucial, we 
point to how lack of network, language skills, and social mechanism of exclusion pose additional 
challenges to utilising the potential amongst refugees. Therefore it is important that an agenda pro-
moted by powerful economic actors also provides space for discussions of how to mitigate inequali-
ty and the potential negative impacts of private market interests in development work.  
 
Limitations and Further Research  
Moving beyond these conclusions, we will now address the limitations of this thesis and suggest 
potential for further research. Our study has highlighted potentials and challenges worth addressing 
for both developed and developing refugee-hosting nations. Yet more research would be needed to 
fully address the complexity of diverse refugee hosting nations, and in particular to study the con-
text of refugees in countries in less developed regions. This also relates to the nationality of the ref-
ugees interviewed.  
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We did not focus on refugees from ‘typical’ developing countries, but had a broad interest in the 
experiences of refugees in Denmark. Hence the group of interviewees mainly came from what we 
often refer to as ‘middle income countries’. These nations do still reflect central concerns for devel-
opment work due to levels of inequality, limited social and political rights, and long-lasting con-
flicts, which inevitably pose severe development challenges. Despite the limitations of our study we 
argue that our findings illustrate how refugees hold potentials as agents of development. A study of 
refugees in Denmark should not automatically be considered irrelevant for broader debates of de-
velopment work, since it can contribute with valuable knowledge and hopefully inspire to a wider 
inclusion of refugees as agents of change. We are aware of the fact that the group interviewed, rep-
resented a resourceful and well-educated group of refugees, also affect our findings, but we found 
that a focus on refugees defining themselves by their resources instead of their vulnerability, con-
tributes to a less well explored dimension of refugee studies.  
Further studies could benefit from addressing current issues related to the economic and social po-
tentials and challenges of including well-educated refugees in our society. One aspect we consider 
worth exploring further is the social dynamics of high-educated refugee resettlement in communi-
ties with residents of lower socio-economic ‘status’. Here some residents may consider refugees as 
inferior, while the refugees may perceive themselves superior to that same group of residents. An-
other issue worth addressing is how to utilise the potentials of high-educated refugees in hosting 
societies characterised by increased global competition and job insecurity. Will a successful inclu-
sion of these people pose a challenge to the cultural elites’ acclaimed solidarity with refugees? Or 
can we find innovative solutions to include people without creating more hostility or taking away 
the dignity of people in low-skilled jobs? In relation to the issue of bridging the gap between hu-
manitarian and development initiatives, we suggest that researchers engaged in this issue explore 
the various implications of the expanding role of private market actors. We find the agenda of utilis-
ing the economic potentials of displacement, promoted by Danida and Solutions Alliance intri-
guing, but also somewhat concerning. When seeking to find sustainable solutions to displacement, 
researchers should also explore alternative and less economically pervasive initiatives as well.  
 
Moving beyond these considerations, we find it important to note that our normative and epistemo-
logical approach has generated a certain kind of knowledge, produced in a specific context, and 
influenced by ourselves as researchers. As researchers we recognise the complex responsibilities for 
high quality and ethical research, which we find particularly important when engaging in research 
amongst people in precarious legal and generally vulnerable situations.  
! 8B!
Here one of our main objectives has been to take the time to create a space for mutual trust and em-
pathy ensuring that the interviewees had a positive experience being part of our research. Finally, 
our normative stand has been motivated by our aspiration to give voice to people in refugee situa-
tions and we hope that our findings not only contribute to academic knowledge to the field of refu-
gees and development, but also do the voices of the refugees participating in this study justice.  
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